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Volume II 


The World Pays Homage 


Book of Zhu Di 


Chapter One 


A Monarch’s Worries 


A new day began again. Zhu Di sat in the imperial throne and looked down at everything 
in the empire. The past life and death struggle seemed still vividly visible. But that was no 
longer important. To Zhu Yun Wen, the loser in that struggle, the end of his political career 
meant the end of his life, regardless if he was dead or alive. But to Zhu Di, today’s sunshine 
was bright. He got everything he wanted. In a long time afterward, he would use the power in 


his hands to realize his dream, a dream of building a prosperous and powerful country. 


The dream was not only his, but also his father’s. 


Validation 
Certainly before starting on that endeavor, he had to do a few other things. If these things 


were not done, his throne wouldn’t be stable. 
The most important thing was he had to prove he was a legitimate emperor. 


Although the country was his now, the power of public opinion could not be ignored. 
“Traitor” had been imprinted on his body and he couldn’t do anything about it. But he wanted 
to at least ensure that his descendants could remain as legitimate emperors. To achieve this 


goal, he employed two methods: 


First, he issued an order to abolish all the laws and regulations created during the reign of 
Emperor Establishing Civility that were different from those under Zhu Yuan Zhang’s reign. 
Established laws of the ancestor were the ones to follow. It was not because Zhu Yuan Zhang’s 
laws were any better. As long as Zhu Di wanted to be recognized, he had to borrow his dead 
father’s powerful name to show he was the one who truly got the spirit of the Grandfather's 
way Of reign. 

Second, he ordered to revise The Chronicles of the Great Grandfather, which had been edited 
by the former emperor. But obviously, the first edition didn’t meet Zhu Di’s requirements. He 
needed a more prominent birth. The attitude of fear no god and fear no devil kind of bravado 
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that enabled Zhu Yuan Zhang to proudly say “I am a commoner from West of Huai” was no 
longer working. In this world there simply wasn’t anyone who would prefer to be a beggar. 
His biological mother was forgotten and Empress Ma became his mother. On this issue, we 
will describe later in more detail. 


In addition, he also directed descriptions that looked a lot like fictions to be added to the 
chronicle. Such as, that Zhu Yuan Zhang had frequently scolded Zhu Biao and Zhu Yun Wen 
for disappointing him. But to Zhu Di, there were always praises and encouragements. 
Whenever he saw Zhu Di he had smiles on his face and he was very pleased. Even before his 
death he repeatedly asked where and how Zhu Di was and intended to pass the throne to Zhu 
Di. But because of the intrigues of the treacherous Zhu Yun Wen and others, the legitimate 
successor Zhu Di didn’t receive Zhu Yuan Zhang’s edict. The throne that originally belonged 
to Zhu Di was shamelessly usurped. When reading these, in addition to deeply resenting the 
treacherous Zhu Yun Wen and others, one had to be pleased with the result that Zhu Di was 
finally able to take back the throne that should have been his, as well as exclaim a relieve that 
justice eventually prevailed and a man of virtue would be paid with the reward that he 
deserved. 


Once Zhu Di finished these two jobs, he felt relieved. Those words that would make him 
look bad were finally removed. After some years, the War of Cleansing the Court would be 
circulated widely in the name of righteousness. But as a witness of this history, in his heart 
Zhu Di knew the tampered descriptions were the original historical truth. He dragged his 
father out from his tomb and redressed him to prove his legitimacy. 


History showed Zhu Di failed. He was able to fool neither himself nor his posterity. The 
pens that wrote the real history were not the pens in the hands of the official historians, but 
rather people’s hearts. 


Contributors 


Regardless if it was about fooling or placating himself, after all, the throne was the real 
thing. After taking care of the legitimacy of the succession, the next thing was to reward the 
men who contributed. It was an extremely important step. Although every emperor was most 
averse to seeing the men who helped to achieve the great deed, these men invested a lot of 
capital in the firm of the emperor. They owned shares and if they were kicked aside when it 
was the time to pay dividends, it would be hard to manage. After all, in any board room it is 
impossible the chairman decides everything. 


Here we need to have an introduction of the system for rewards in Ming. In TV shows we 
often see the scenes where an emperor granted rewards to his officials. Often it was like 
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“award a thousand taels”. Then a eunuch walks to the official with a plate piled with silver in 
it. The official expresses his gratitude and takes the money home. The process is roughly like 
this. But many times the directors of the shows probably don’t take into account the actual 
weight of one thousand taels of silver. In their shows, the officials seem to all have learned 
some advanced martial arts. Regardless how weight unit conversion is done, one thousand 
taels of silver is not something that can be easily taken by a pair of hands. Thus I am making a 
proposal here, from now on when such a scene is in order, the line should be changed, for 
example, to something like, “Mr. X, | am rewarding you with a thousand taels of silver, bring a 
cart over and get it!” 


What is said above on rewarding with silver was really a trivial matter. Long ago our 
ancestors knew the truth that a long running stream lasts. Sudden wealth comes and goes 
quickly. Long term food stamps are what to rely on. In Ming, the long term food stamp was 
titles. 


In that era, if your surname was not Zhu, it would be very difficult for you to obtain such a 
long term food stamp. In the cafeteria of the Zhus, there were quotas. Unless someone 
achieved great accomplishments, he would definitely not be allowed to dine in this café. 


In practice, there were three tiers for the titles on food stamps. They were dukes (private 
dining), marquis (semi-private dining), and earls (open dining). In addition, there was the 
difference of termed and hereditary. If it was termed, then the stamp could only be used by 
you. Your son wouldn’t be able to use it. Wealth lasts no more than three generations, so if he 
dies of hunger, it’s his fate. If it was hereditary, then it would be very different. After your 
death, your son, and son’s son would still be able to come to dine in the café. 


Men who received the stamps all received iron certificates issued by the emperor to 
commend their bravery. The iron certificate was not simple. There were two versions, regular 
and special. The special versions were issued in the eras of Zhu Yuan Zhang and Zhu Di 
because to get iron certificates in these two eras one would have to risk his dear life. 


On certificates issued by Zhu Yuan Zhang there were written the four words: Empire 
Founder, Fortune Booster to identify you as an accomplished founder of the empire. On 
certificates issued by Zhu Di there were written the four words Heaven Entrusted Empire Saver 
to indicate that you have obeyed the will of Heaven to help me to usurp the power. The two 
versions were very rare. They were no longer issued again in the ensuing more than two 
hundred years of Ming. From then on, for civilian officials, on all iron certificates were written 
the words Righteousness Adhering Civil Officer and Power Exhibiting Deed Doer for military 
officials. 


Of course it wasn’t necessarily a good thing if you were fortunate enough to have received 
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the first two versions of iron certificates, especially the first edition, Empire Founder, Fortune 
Booster. According to statistics from relevant authorities, 80% of those who received the 
certificates would also have received an additional ticket sent by Comrade Zhu Yuan Zhan to 
tour the underworld. In addition, there was the special instruction: one way ticket, valid for all 


members of family, could be used multiple times, and without limit. 


Zhu Di conferred titles to the men who followed him in the War of Cleansing the Court. 
For example, Zhang Yu (whose title would be inherited by his son Zhang Fu) and Zhu Neng 
were conferred as hereditary dukes. Now all the generals were very happy, for it was the 
harvesting season. 


But surprisingly, one man was not interested at all in titles. To him, the reward that 
everyone envied seemed worthless. 


The man was Dao Yan. 


Although he never fought a battle, unquestionably he was the first among the men who 
helped Zhu Di to succeed. From plotting the rebellion to strategizing, he was the most 
important among the men in charge. It would be said he was the man who sent Zhu Di to the 
throne. But after he labored his soul and body to accomplish the most important job in the 
world, he declined all the rewards. In year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), Zhu Di 
appointed him senior instructor and master tutor of the crown prince (regular second grade). 
In addition, his original name Yao Guang Xiao was reinstated. 


From then on Yao Guang Xiao’s behavior became more and more eccentric. Zhu Di asked 
him to grow hair to secularize himself and he didn’t obey. He was given houses and two 
women as his wives but he refused. The world’s top advisor lived in a Buddhist temple every 
day. During the day he changed to official attire to attend the Court and in the evening he 
changed to casual attire (monk attire). 


Not only did he not want office, he also didn’t want money. When he went home to visit 
his relatives, he doled out all the gold, silver, and other treasures awarded to him by Zhu Di to 
his kinsmen. We have to ask, why did he do something like that? 


In my opinion, there were two reasons for Yao Guang Xiao to do what he did. First, he was 
a wise man. For someone who was as intelligent and cunning as him, if he kept too high a 
profile, Zhu Di wouldn’t tolerate him. The saying that a man who did too much would threat 
his master was always on his mind. 


Second, his purpose was different from that of the others. He rebelled because he wanted 


to. 


Many people have been asked: why do you study? This is a legitimate question. Generally 
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the answer to the question is always, build the country and win glory for the country. But in 
people’s heart, the real goal for studying is mostly to seek higher office and more wealth and 
to satisfy one’s desires. But reality tells us, if one does something in order to achieve fame, one 
may succeed or fail. But to achieve big, one needs another kind of resolve and answer, study 


for the purpose of studying. 


Zhu Di rebelled to take the throne. His generals rebelled to gain the status and glory as 
founders of a country. Dao Yan rebelled to rebel. His sights were never distracted to money 
and power. He had a loftier goal. Dao Yan was a shell. Tribulations of forty years were the 
powder. His skills at intrigues were the bullet. To him, Zhu Di was only a fuse. It didn’t matter 
to whom the bullet was fired. Having the bullet fired was all he wanted. 


Yao Guang Xiao, dubbed as the prime minister in black by later generations, was a 


controversial man. He was a private and secretive man. His desire actually was very simple: 


To realize his ambition so that he could put to use what he studied all his life. That was it. 


Brothers 


In the era of the former emperor, Zhu Di was a guardian prince. The emperor wanted to 
remove those princes. Zhu Di opposed and eventually rebelled. Now Zhu Di was the emperor. 
He also wanted to remove the guardian princes. Those princes who survived naturally were 
against him. But unlike before, they no longer had the ability to rebel. 


After finally winning the war against removing the guardian princes, Zhu Di, who had 
been an ally of his brothers, suddenly drew out his sword and pointed it to those who not long 
ago were his comrades in battle. This seemed to be a matter of course. Brotherhood indeed was 
really nothing. Since ancient times patricides and fratricides were common. But we seem 
unable to find reasons based on human cruelty. They did what they did simply because they 
were unable to resist the irresistible lure. The lure was the supreme power. 


The power enabled someone to remove everything he didn’t like, obtain everything he 
wanted, command the world, and do everything else! Since ancient times, numerous scholars 
of rectitude and men of virtue all submitted to it. No one would be able to resist its lure. 
Brotherhoods counted for nothing. 


The first to get “settled” was the Prince of Ning. He was forced to follow Zhu Di to 
“cleanse the Court”. In exchange for his full support, Zhu Di, like usual, made an empty 
promise that once they succeeded, he would “half the country to each other”. Of course, Zhu 
Di was a banker who never honored his checks. This time there was no exception, after the 


war ended, he discarded his words. 
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Zhu Quan, the Prince of Ning, was a man who understood it. He knew the promise to half 
the country was just a fiction and it was no different from anything else. It was a high 
probability that his head would be halved instead. Then very realistically he made the request 
to Zhu Di that he didn’t want to go back to north anymore and he also didn’t want to 


command troops. He hoped to be sent to Suzhou so that he could live his life in comfort. 
Zhu Di’s reply was no. 
Then how about the Qiantang area, which is also a nice place? 


No again. Zhu Di made another promise to him, except these two places, he could choose 
anywhere else! 


Zhu Quan, the Prince of Ning, grimaced: “Do I dare to choose? It’s all up to you.” 


Thus he was sent to Nanchang, which was a place that Zhu Di carefully chosen for him. 
Zhu Quan, who was forced into exile, certainly was not in a happy mood. He who that had 
been very competitive now was thoroughly bullied. He would not be easily subdued. The 
discontent was like a poisoned seed growing in his heart and also passed on to his 
descendants. 


There will be time for revenge. 


In May of year four of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1406), the title and office of the Prince of 


Qi were eliminated. In August, he was reduced to a commoner. 


In year six of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1408), the office and the military command of the 
Prince of Min were eliminated. 


In year ten of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1412), the office and the military command of the 
Prince of Liao were eliminated. 


In year nineteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1421), military command of the Prince of 
Zhou was eliminated. 


Thus the issue that was not resolved by the former emperor was finally resolved by his 
uncle Zhu Di. Removing the guardian princes, the most important issue of the era of 
Establishing Civility was ironically accomplished by Guardian Prince Zhu Di. What a great 
irony. 

After settling down the affairs from the aftermath, Zhu Di finally was able to put his 
energy into handling the state affairs. In fact he was indeed a man having the capability of 
being a good emperor. We also would bestow the hackneyed praises, which had been 
bestowed to the wise rulers in history who were able to restore productions and industries and 
properly handled state affairs after their succession to the throne. It was once again a 
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prosperous and peaceful era. 
From this perspective, the descriptions below should be very dull. 


But Zhu Di was not an average wise emperor. His story was far more complicated and 
mysterious than those peacetime Sons of Heaven. Because there have been two mysteries 
involving him that have been puzzling later generations for hundreds of years. Next we will 
research and study these mysteries and hope to find the truth. 


Mother and son 


According to the Chronicles of the Emperor of Perpetual Happiness, the Great Grand Empress 
(Empress Ma) gave birth to five sons, the Esteemed and Cultured Crown Prince Eldest Son 
Biao,...... , then His Majesty (Zhu Di), then Su, the Prince of Zhou. That was what recorded in 
history. From it we can see that Zhu Di was the fourth son of Zhu Yuan Zhang and Empress 
Ma. 


But, was that the truth? 


In year twenty of Ultimate Justice of Yuan (AD 1360), Zhu Di was born in a raging war. He 
was the fourth son of Zhu Yuan Zhang, which was not wrong. But the mother who suffered 
through the pain of giving birth, gave him life, and reared him was not Empress Ma. The 
woman who witnessed his birth with smile on her face had been long forgotten by history. 


In fact, after hundreds of years of research by historians, even today, we still don’t know 
the real name of this mother. Even the existence of her true identity has been controversial. 
The mysteries were man made. Someone didn’t want to expose the identity of this mother and 
didn’t want to recognize that she had a son named Zhu Di. 


The man who concealed the truth was exactly Zhu Di himself. 


Because Zhu Di was an emperor and also got the throne by robbing it from his nephew 
emperor, he had to be the son of Empress Ma. Only by this arrangement, could he be of a 


lineal descendant and qualified enough to accede to the throne. 
He could absolutely not have been the son of a humble concubine, absolutely not! 
For these political reasons, the mother was deprived of the right to claim her son. Unlike 


other mothers, she would never be able to joyfully watch her son grow and proudly tell others 
after he grew up: “Look, that’s my son!” 


In all official history records, she was just an average concubine. She wasn’t born into a 
prominent family. She didn’t have children who would make her proud. She led an ordinary 
life and then died ordinarily. 
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Although Zhu Di repeatedly revised the history documents and destroyed much evidence, 
the saying that history cannot conceal truth has its virtue. Flaws existed and incredibly, they 
are found in official documents. 


The first flaw is found in The Biograph of Huang Zi Cheng in The Official History of Ming. In it, 
there is such record: “Zi Cheng said: the Prince of Zhou is the brother of the Prince of Yan 
from the same mother.” From this statement, we can clearly see the fact that Zhu Di, the Prince 
of Yan and the Prince of Zhou were brothers from the same parents. Probably some people 
would think this is redundant because in The Chronicles of the Emperor of Perpetual Happiness, 
there was also the record that they were brothers from the same mother. But the question is, 
who was their mother? 


Therefore we will introduce the second flaw. In The Biograph of Her Serene Majestic Royal 
Concubine Sun of the Great Grandfather, there is such recording: “Died in September of year 
seven of Martial Splendor at age thirty two. Because the concubine didn’t have sons, the 
emperor ordered Su, the Prince of Zhou to observe three years of mourning.” What this says is 
that after the concubine’s death, because she didn’t have sons, the Prince of Zhou was ordered 
to mourn her for three years. But the critical part is the following: “Usually sons of a concubine 


mourn their mother for three years. Being mourned by other sons started from this concubine.” 


“Usually sons of a concubine mourn their mother for three years!” Take note of this 
statement, in which the key lies. He recognized the concubine mother as his beloved mother 
and mourned her for three years precisely because the Prince of Zhou was born of 
concubinage. If we combine with the proposition that the Princes of Yan and Zhou were 
brothers, everyone should have a clear understanding about Zhu Di’s identity. 


If someone still doesn’t see this, we can use an even simpler way to describe the reasoning. 
Proposition A, the Princes of Zhou and Yan were brothers from the same mother. 
Proposition B, the Prince of Zhou was born by a concubine. 

Conclusion C, the Prince of Yan was born by a concubine. 


This is what was recorded in the official documents. As in unofficial documents, the 
records were numerous. Because this is a very important matter, we don’t use unofficial 
documents. But the Annals of the Office of Rituals and Land of Nanjing, another document that 
should be part of the official history, has records about the true identity of Zhu Di’s mother, 
who was the Royal Concubine of Gong. 


Let’s first explain what the Office of Rituals and Lands was. It was an office in charge of 
rituals, mainly responsible for worshipping ancestors and gods and conducting rituals. 
Anything about conferring titles, predicting weather, marriage, and military expeditions all 
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had to be first organized by this office in a ceremony. Thus records done by this office should 
be the most accurate. If there was already a record in the Office of Rituals and Lands, then 
there shouldn’t be anything to debate about. But good things don’t come easily, there was a 


new problem. 
The book had been lost. 


Maybe here someone will scold me, so much has been said so far but in the end there’s 


nothing, are you kidding? 


I am really sorry because the book wasn’t lost under my care. Even if you search all the 
libraries you won't be able to find this book. But don’t be disappointed, although I have not 
read this book, some ancient people had read it and also left notes in their books. For example, 
in A Study of Discrepancies in History of the Country and Notes at the Three Ministries, there are 
records that say in the Annals of the Office of Rituals and Lands of Nanjing, it factually stated that 
Zhu Di’s mother was the Royal Concubine of Gong, that the shrines at the Filial Mausoleum 
had the first position on the left as The Gentle Royal Concubine Li, who gave birth to Crown 
Prince Zhu Biao, the Prince of Qin, and the Prince of Jin, and that the first position on the right 
was the Royal Concubine of Gong, who gave birth to Zhu Di, the Grandfather of Great Deeds. 


It must be made clear that in ancient times, the positions of shrines were not arranged in 


alphabetic order. They were strictly arranged in the order of the ranks. 


Notes at the Three Ministries further pointed out that Qian Qian Yi (a famous scholar of late 
Ming, who later surrendered to Qing) paid tribute to the Filial Mausoleum of Ming on January 
1 of 1645 and found the positions of the shrines were exactly arranged like what was described 
in the Annals of the Office of Rituals and Lands of Nanjing, that the Royal Concubine of Gong’s 
shrine was the first on the right. It was enough to show how high her rank was. 


Although the above explanations are not as strong as what is found in The Official History of 
Ming, on legal basis, they would be qualified as witness testimonies and were circumstantial 
evidence. When we thread together all the evidence, we can see it should be very obvious 
about Zhu Di’s biological mother’s identity. 


Here it should be specifically noted that the identity of the mother of the Grandfather of 
Great Deeds had been already proved by Wu Han and Fu Si Nian, two of the most famous 
historians in our country. Here I salute the two great forefathers. It was them who solved the 
puzzles in the history and revealed the truth in history. 


But regrettably, we don’t know the life of the mother who gave birth to Zhu Di. We only 
know her son erased almost all traces of her existence in the world and didn’t acknowledge he 


was her son. 
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All for power 


Zhu Di paid tribute to the shrine of Empress Ma again. Although Empress Ma was indeed 
a kind elder and she also cared for him tenderly, she was not his mother. 


I have to do this. I have risked my life to allow myself to sit in the throne. If I am further 
identified as the son of a concubine, how can I subdue the mass? How can I pacify the mass? 


Thus I changed the records, and thus I erased evidence. I can absolutely not acknowledge 
that you are my mother! The only thing I can do is arrange your shrine to elevate your rank. 
That’s all I can do. I know that’s not enough and insufficient to repay your love in rearing me. 
But I don’t have any other choice. 


You are my mother, forever, ever, only in my heart. 


Brothers don’t coexist 


Did the former emperor really die? This was a question that Zhu Di had contemplated for a 
long time. He kept thinking about the question for twenty two years from year four of 
Establishing Civility (AD 1402) when the War of Cleansing the Court was won to year twenty 
one of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1423). Persistence paid off and he eventually found the 
answer to the question, just one year before his death. 


Let’s go back to the summer of year four of Establishing Civility (AD 1402) to examine the 
beginning of the mystery. 

On June 13, Li Jing Long opened the Golden Gorge Gate to let the northern army in and 
thus became a despicable traitor. But Zhu Di didn’t immediately attack the inner city. He 
intended to wait for the suicide or surrender of the emperor. He seemed to think the emperor 
didn’t have another choice except these two. But the emperor was destined to oppose him in 
his whole life. He chose a third option. 


When Zhu Di, who was billeted at the relay station at Dragon River at the time, found that 
the palace was on fire, he panicked and immediately ordered his troops to enter the city. 
Putting out the fire was secondary to him. The most important matter was to find the thing, 
the emperor. It didn’t matter to him if the emperor was alive or dead. If he was alive, he must 


be found and if he was dead, his corpse must be found! 


Zhu Di knew very well the significance of this event. Even if the emperor died, at the most 
he would be charged with the crime of driving the emperor to his death. He already had 
enough charges on him and one more charge would not matter. If the emperor was alive, he 
just needed to put him in prison. He wouldn’t worry that the emperor could fly to heaven. 
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The most terrifying outcome was the emperor was missing, which meant trouble. 


After all, Zhu Yun Wen was the legitimate emperor. But he just occupied the capital. Most 
areas of the country were still loyal to the emperor. If he escaped and found a place to 
summon the officials to save the empire and lead troops to attack him, who could win would 
still be something up in the air. 


But there happened what he dreaded the most. After checking and searching, Zhu Yun 
Wen’s body could really not be found! Zhu Di went crazy. He ordered soldiers to beef up the 
search but still nothing was found. Some people may wonder, since Zhu Di already seized the 


power, would it not be easy to just find someone? 
No kidding, it was really not that easy because the man couldn’t be searched publically. 


First of all, he couldn’t make a missing person poster. Statements like “report immediately 
if seen” wouldn’t do. Secondly, an arrest warrant couldn’t be posted with words like “big 
reward for the arrest”, because Zhu Di was to help the emperor to cleanse the Court, per his 
own words. He was to remove the treacherous officials and the emperor was not at fault. How 
could the emperor be arrested? Thus this approach wouldn’t do either. Finally, he also 
couldn’t send people to search in large scale because that would tell everyone the emperor was 
still alive and those who had some different ideas would want to take action, which would 


threaten the throne. 


But he also couldn’t afford not to search either. In case all of a sudden there appeared an 
Emperor Establishing Civility, was he real or not, he would still have the command of his loyal 
followers. Even if he could be put down, some days later there could be another two or three 
emperors. Would he be able to live in peace? Haven’t you seen that a so-called Crown Prince 
Zhu San roiled the peace of Qing Dynasty for over a hundred years? Thus it was quite 
something lethal. 


To solve that problem, Zhu Di came up an excellent plan, which consisted of two parts: 
First, he made a public announcement that the emperor had died in the palace by burning 


himself. His body was found, which meant to the loyalists of the emperor, they had better give 
up their hope. 


Next, he sent people to secretly search for the emperor. The actual search work was done 
by two men, whose search paths were also different. One looked inside the country and the 
other looked abroad. The names of the two men were Hu Ying and Zheng He. 


Zheng He’s story is familiar to everyone. We will in later chapters in more detail introduce 
the great endeavor stemmed from this accidental event. Here we mainly describe what Hu 
Ying had done. 
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Hu Ying was a native of Changzhou of Jiangsu. He was neither a confidant of Zhu Di’s, nor 
a descendant of a significant court official. He was someone who refrained from showing his 
anger or delight. He was a palace emissary and allied with no one. He was the sort that no one 
noticed or paid attention. He was an obscure person in the Court. 


But Zhu Di picked him because this was the kind of man who was suitable for such a secret 


mission. 


No one noticed and no one would ask. Even if something bad happened Zhu Di could 
claim that he had nothing to do with the man. Who else, if not him? 


In year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407), Hu Ying embarked on his secret mission. By 
convention, Zhu Di assigned him an official job, search for an immortal. The job title was 
fitting because immortals by nature were sometimes visible and sometimes invisible. But there 
was indeed value in searching for one, even if it took a hundred years no one would doubt it. 
Thus Hu Ying began the most important work in his life, searching for a missing person. 


Of course both Zhu Di and he knew they were not looking for an immortal, but rather a 


dead man, at least a man whose death was certified. 


Looking at the disappearing figure of Hu Ying, Zhu Di hoped the news about that man 
would come soon to his ears. Be the former emperor dead or alive, as long as he was informed 
of it. Like before, he was convinced he had made the right choice. That man would for sure 


find the answer for the question. 


His judgement was right. Hu Ying indeed would bring the answer to him. He was also 


prepared to wait for a long time. But he failed to see that the wait was really long. 


Hu Ying began to dutifully perform his job. He “traversed every province, prefecture, 
county, and village and secretly looked for Emperor Establishing Civility.” During this period, 
he didn’t even return home when his mother died but rather continued his work. Solving the 
mystery had already become an important part of his life. His effort was not wasted. 
Eventually he finally found the answer sixteen years later. 


Given the answer would be revealed sixteen years later, we first take a look why the life or 
death of Emperor Establishing Civility would be so controversial. In fact most of the history 
records in Ming thought the emperor was not dead. In addition, some unofficial histories even 
recorded the escape of the emperor in various detail. Although not credible, they were of some 


value. 


According to a book titled Record of My Career, which was published in the era of Ten 
Thousand Seasons, on the day when the city fell, the emperor lost all of his hope and wanted 
to commit suicide. Then a eunuch suddenly came out and said: “When the Great Grandfather 
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died, he left a box and said it could only be opened at a moment of great peril. Now it’s the 
time, Your Majesty, please open the box.” 


Then they opened the box and took out the contents. They found there all sorts of things in 
it, including a monastery permit, a cassock, a monk hat, a shaving knife, and even ten taels of 
white gold. More amazingly, there was even the hand written instructions of Comrade Zhu 
Yuan Zhang, which showed the route for the escape. Thus the emperor and his entourage 
escaped to heaven. 


At this point, many probably feel this scene is somewhat familiar. Make no mistake. These 
descriptions are the techniques and stories found in martial art novels. Zhu Yuan Zhang was 
indeed a man of great foresight, but he was not good to such a degree. If he predicted his 
grandson would have to escape and might even prepare the equipment, attire, and expense, 
and the route of escape was clearly written, all these are obviously nonsense. It’s like in a 
martial art novel that a when swashbuckler fell from a cliff, he met an ancestor, who had 
remained in the mountain for dozens of years for him. Or he was able to dig out relics left 
there for him by an ancestor. Legends of this sort rarely existed in history. 


Although there were such absurd records, most of the Ming records held the view that the 
emperor didn’t die. Then why would the question cause so much controversy? This is because 
later the occurrence of one event made the life or death of the emperor no longer a question 
about the past. Instead, it became a complicated political issue. 


This was the story about Crown Prince Zhu San. It said when Ming collapsed, Crown 
Prince Zhu San didn’t die but rather lived to continue to organize to resist Qing. Well, this 
crown prince was rather an immortal. He managed to live from years of Rule in Obedience to 
Heaven, Prosperity and Splendor, and Harmony and Righteousness', for three reigns and 
harassed the Qing rulers like a ghost. He kept on living and even after the three emperors all 
died he still was fighting on the front line against Qing. The Qing government was greatly 
vexed by this ghost. Obviously, there were too many similarities between the story of Emperor 
Establishing Civility and Crown Prince Zhu San. Thus when The Official History of Ming was 
written, the Qing government inspired historians to change the history and unequivocally 
affirmed that Emperor Establishing Civility committed suicide. 


It should be commended that many historians adhered to their principles and resisted the 
pressure to maintain the theory that the emperor didn’t die. But there were always shameless 
men in every dynasty. Grand Academician Wang Hong Xu was such sort of a man. His 
character was apparently no match against his knowledge. To appease the Qing government, 
he changed the draft of The Official History of Ming(the final revision) and asserted that the 


' These are the reign year titles of the first three Qing emperors. 
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emperor was dead. Because The Official History of Ming was an official history record, it 
influenced the opinion of many on the death of the emperor. Until recently, among historians, 
there hadn’t been a more affirmative answer on the question that the emperor didn’t die. 


Truth in history has always been veiled in mists. For various reasons, countless number of 
people modified or distorted it for their own purposes. 


But I believe there is only a single truth and it will always have its day for it to be revealed. 
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Chapter Two 
A Monarch’s Glories 


Regardless how we look at him, Zhu Di was absolutely not a good person, who was cold, 
cruel, and hungry for power. In our everyday life, we definitely don’t want to have such a 
person as a friend. But he was a really really good emperor. 


An emperor never needed to exhibit virtuous character to prove his wisdom and brilliance. 
On the contrary, throughout history anyone who took the job as an emperor was essentially 
not a good person. Because a good person wouldn’t be able to do a good job as an emperor. 
Zhu Yun Wen was a perfect example. 


From day one when a man took an emperor’s throne, what he acquired included not only 
just the position and power, but also many enemies. He had to fight against the heaven, the 
earth, as well as almost every person around him. He had to fight his officials, eunuchs, wives 
(there were many), relatives of the wives (there were many as well), siblings, and even parents 
(if they were still alive). He became the target of everyone. If he didn’t have the means to 
display his power, he could be easily kicked off the throne by someone who was able to find a 
fault against him. History has shown the survival rate of those who got kicked off the throne 
was very low. 


To keep the throne and remain alive, one had to learn to use intrigues and one had to keep 
a distance from all of his relatives. He had to be stronger that the strongest bully. He had to be 
more villainous than the worst villain. He could not trust anyone. Thus in my opinion, calling 
him a loner indeed is the best way to address him as an emperor. 


Zhu Di was a bully and a villain, as well as a good emperor. 


He was energetic and looked up to exemplary worker Comrade Zhu Yuan Zhang as his 
model. He worked very late into the night every day and ceaselessly worked on state affairs. 
He cared about his subjects and paid attention to people’s pains and miseries. He implemented 
policies to allow the nation to recuperate and rehabilitate from years of war. Under his rule, 
Ming became stronger and stronger. Waste lands were cultivated and people’s living standard 
improved. Warehouses were stocked full with crops and money. There were great 
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developments in economy, science, technology, and culture. By his own effort he created an 
era of real peace and prosperity. 


He made many policies that benefited the country and its people. He also executed these 
policies well, which made Ming stronger. If we have to use more concrete evidence, and 
enumerate a lot of statistical data, then it would have been too stereotypical. Detailed data can 
be obtained by referencing historical documents of generations. I don’t want to write much 
here and I also believe readers want to read more. But one has to consider that many of the 
things had done by other emperors in history and many achieved good results. Why was Zhu 
Di able to excel over most of them and became one of the few great emperors in China’s 
history? 

It’s because he did many things that other emperors weren’t able to do. 


Next, we will introduce the accomplishments of this great emperor. Just as we’ve said 
before, he was absolutely not a good man, but absolute a good emperor. Relying on his 
astonishing talents and capabilities, he achieved great deeds and left us with everlasting 
legacies, which still are having impacts on our country and people six hundred years later. 
Thus on this account, he was indeed a great emperor in China’s history. He deserved it. 


Compiling books 

On the subject of writing books, it ought to be something everyone looks forward to. 
Transforming one’s effort into books is indeed a pleasurable thing. To ones who don’t have the 
talent to write books, there are ways to publish a book. For example, when I was in college, 
some of the staff (non-teaching faculties) of the school was jealous that people in teaching and 
researching positions had published books. They wanted to write books but didn’t have the 
capability. No one knew who came up with an idea. By copying some quotes from well- 
known people, they managed to publish a book. Of course, its sales were predictable. 


It may be hard to believe if we mention it, several hundred years ago in Zhu Di’s era, 


someone also did something similar and the one who did it was Zhu Di. 


We’ve mentioned before, Zhu Di’s ability in scholarships was limited. By himself he 
wouldn't be able to write well-known works that would last in history. Thus all he could do 
was to direct his subordinates to write books. Of course he was after his own reputation. In 
fact there is nothing to blame someone for doing that. Didn’t every emperor want to leave a 
good name to posterity? In the past many emperors compiled many books, which was not an 
unusual thing. But Zhu Di was truly a man of great talent and ambition. He wanted to compile 
a book that didn’t exist before. He wanted to do something no one had done before. 
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I want to compile the most complete, the most perfect, and the best book. I want people of 
thousands of years later know the glory and honor of our era! 


He did it. He created a glorious volume of history, The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual 
Happiness, a great volume that will last to eternity. 


But just as we have said previously, he was only a decision maker. Regardless how brilliant 
a decision was, it wouldn’t do if there wasn’t a man to execute it. By Zhu Di’s idea, he wanted 
to compile a grand encyclopedia that included all the subjects and categories in history. 
Undoubtedly, it was a monumental task and required an able man as the editor in chief. The 
man must be knowledgeable in all areas, capable of clear thinking, having great patience, and 
being open minded. 


It would be really difficult to find someone that met the above qualifications. But luckily, 
Zhu Di indeed found such a man. 


The man’s life was also closely associated with The Grand Encyclopedia. His life was just like 
the encyclopedia itself, it was bumpy and filled with legendary tales. 


Thus before we introduce The Grand Encyclopedia, we need to first introduce this great 
editor-in-chief. 


Fate 


In year thirteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1415), Ji Gang, the commander of Guards in 
Brocade, issued a strange order. He was going to invite a prisoner to dine with him. This was a 
big piece of news. Ji Gang was Zhu Di’s favorite and the supreme commander of Guards in 
Brocade. Yet he would even deign to invite a prisoner to dine with him. People wondered 


while words were flying. 


The prisoner happily accepted Ji Gang’s invitation. But after the dinner started, Ji Gang 
didn’t come. He only ordered a lot of liquor to let the prisoner drink. The prisoner, who had a 
lot on his mind, couldn’t stop drinking once he started. He recalled the past like in a dream. 


Then shortly he was deeply drunk. 


Seeing he was drunk, the guards, who had received the order earlier, opened the door and 


dragged him out. 
It was snowing heavily outside, it was January. 


The prisoner was tossed to the snow covered ground. In the heavy snow and the pure 
white silvery world, in the memories of past and anesthetized by alcohol, he welcomed Death. 


The prisoner was Xie Jin, who was acclaimed as the first talent of Ming and editor-in-chief 
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of The Grand Encyclopedia. This year, he was forty seven. 


The start 


Xie Jin was born in year two of Martial Splendor (AD 1369) and a native of the prefecture of 
Ji’an in Jiangxi province. He was smart and loved learning since very young. His townsfolks 
considered him an exceptional talent and everybody thought he would excel in the future. He 
didn’t disappoint them. In year twenty one of Martial Splendor (AD 1388), he took the exams 
and became a distinguished scholar. Because he was already very well-known in his 
hometown and he was also well known in the capital, Zhu Yuan Zhang also paid attention to 
him and took the time from his busy work to meet him. This act by Zhu Yuan Zhang made 
people believe a new political star was about to rise. 


It was a very complicated period in the political situation. The case against Hu Wei Yong 
had taken place. Officials at every level of legal authorities were continuously arresting 
officials. Many men who had been colleagues today would disappear the next day. The air 
smelled blood and was unpredictable. In this kind of environment, many chose to be 


bystanders. They eschewed responsibilities and would only hope to live to retirement. 


But Xie Jin was destined to be a man of surprise. In this political environment that one 
couldn’t hope to live through a day, he neither retreated nor cowered. Rather he showed the 
moral fortitude and bravery of an intellectual. 


He audaciously wrote to Zhu Yuan Zhang. He was critical of the time and condemned 
unnecessary killings. In addition, he presented a very well-known essay, titled Ten Suggestions 
on Maintaining Peace. In this essay, he described in detail his political thinking and ideas on 
government, as well as sketching out an outline of a peaceful world for Zhu Yuan Zhang. He 


also criticized and expressed ideas on some of the existing political systems. 


We have described Zhu Yuan Zhang’s personality before. Even if you didn’t provoke him, 
he would trouble you. But Daredevil Xie Jin was so bold that he dared to touch the butt of a 
tiger, which would require extraordinary courage. Many contemporaries thought Xie Jin was 
mad, because only a mad man would dare to provoke another mad man. 


It’s hard to research if Xie Jin was mad or not, but at least he didn’t die. Uncharacteristically, 
Zhu Yuan Zhang accepted his criticism and also didn’t bring trouble to him. People were 
shocked. They couldn’t imagine Xie Jin could remain alive. Thereafter Xie Jin, the man who 
dared to tell the truth became well-known in the world. 


Once becoming well-known, trouble ensued. Surely there were people who praised his 


bold actions, but there were also people saying he was a political opportunist. He wrote the 
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essay when it was opportune. But Xie Jin crushed the allegation that he was a political 
opportunist by his own actions. He did another thing that shook the world. 


In year twenty three of Martial Splendor (AD 1390), Zhu Yuan Zhang killed Li Shan Chang. 
There was a deep political implication related to this incident. Officials all knew what it meant 
and no one dared to utter a word about it. But the ever fearless Xie Jin began his actions again. 
He wrote to Zhu Yuan Zhang on behalf of one of his good friends to defend Li Shan Chang. 


This was a very serious political incident and Zhu Yuan Zhang was much irritated. He 
knew the essay was written by Xie Jin, but surprisingly, he still didn’t do much to Xie Jin. This 
incident sent a wrong message to Xie Jin, who thought Zhu Yuan Zhang wouldn’t do much to 
him. 

Xie Jin continued his very dangerous game. He was ambitious and wasn’t intimidated by 
authorities. He dared to tell the truth. But he didn’t know that his actions would result in him 


paying a heavy price. Soon, he received his punishment. 


In year twenty four of Martial Splendor (AD 1391), Zhu Yuan Zhang sent Xie Jin home and 
threw on him the words “use after ten years.” 


Therefore, Xie Jin returned home on the way that three years ago took him to the capital to 
take the exams. Wealth and glory were just a dream. There was not much change in the 


scenery on the road, but Xie Jin’s heart changed. 


He never understood it. What he did was nothing more than just telling the truth and he 
was punished for doing that. Isn’t it the duty for an office seeking scholar to serve the people 
and the country? What is wrong with it! 


Those shameless men who did nothing every day, passed hard problems to others, and 
succumbed to difficulties were solidly in power. Those men like him who put their heart and 
soul in serving the country were treated this way. It was not fair. 


Life for a man who lost his position was depressing. Men’s biggest misery is not possessing 
nothing, but rather having possessed everything and then losing it. The bustling in the capital, 
admiration from the people, and the high regard from the emperor, these scenes from the past 
were always on Xie Jin’s mind. 

In the days in his home town, he was always thinking about one question, why did he fail? 
Was it ability, or magnanimity? 

No, those were not it. Eventually there came a day when he began to realize that the reason 
for his failure was his immaturity. He was way too immature. He didn’t know what kind of a 
place the aristocratic circle was like. There was no place for conviction and honesty in the 
imperial court. To be successful, one had to remain in accordance with the emperor, to 
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stratagem and use intrigues, to grasp every opportunity, to continuously move up, and to raise 
his standing. 


Xie Jin finally found the way that he thought was the right one. His life thus began to 
change. 


In year thirty one of Martial Splendor (AD 1398), Zhu Yuan Zhang died. Now it had been 
already seven years since Xie Jin returned to home. Although it was not yet ten years as 
arranged, Xie Jin started to act nonetheless. He knew very well that even if it was already ten 
years, he still wouldn’t have a position. To get a job, one had to count only on himself. 


Using his previous network, he incessantly wrote to senior officials and the emperor and 
asked for a job. But fate kidded with him again. Although the emperor knew he was talented 
and capable, he didn’t want to use him. He was offered a minor position. He was about to be 
sent to the very far western region. Fortunately he reacted fast and immediately sought help to 
remediate the situation. He was able to remain in the capital and got a minor position in the 


Imperial Academy. 


Now Xie Jin was completely devoid of the youthful ambitions he once had. He finally saw 
the darkness and ugliness of politics. To climb up, one must not be principled, one must not be 
dignified, one had to be a sycophant, and one had to know how to flatter. One could keep 
everything but decency. 


Oh, the dark world, I am selling my soul to you, all I want for it is wealth and grandeur! 


Upon receiving his soul, Heaven gave him a chance. 


Turning point 


The War of Cleansing the Court began. The emperor was about to lose and Zhu Di was on 
the verge of victory. At this critical moment, Xie Jin had a conversation with two of his best 
friends. This was a conversation that got recorded in history. In this conversation, the three 


young men settled on different courses of their lives. 


Here we need to first introduce Xie Jin’s two friends. Their names were Hu Guang and 
Wang Gen. Things of the same kind are attracted to each other and men of the same kind tend 
to come together. Those who could be friends of Xie Jin’s were of course not men of lesser 
caliber. In fact, the standings of the two were not inferior to that of Xie Xin’s. 


By coincidence, the three were all natives of Ji’an Prefecture of Jiangxi. They were 
townsmen and could be dubbed as forming an association of townsmen. Xie Jin was a well- 
known gifted man. As we’ve said before, he was a distinguished scholar of year twenty one of 
Martial Splendor. In the national college entrance exam his score would place him among the 
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top dozens. But comparing to the other two, he would be far off. 


Why can we say this? The two were the top scholar overall and eye of the list in the 
national exam in year two of Establishing Civility. In addition, the one placed at the third place 
was Li Guan, who was also a native of Ji’an Prefecture of Jiangxi and also a good friend of the 
three. But because he was not in the conversation, thus he was not mentioned. Was it amazing? 
The top three were all taken by Ji’an of Jiangxi. One had to be amazed the advanced 
development of the education of this place. It was good enough to compete against today’s 
Yellow Ridge High School’. 


They were townsfolks and learned scholars and naturally they had a lot of shared interests. 
Now the boss emperor was about to collapse and they had to sit down to discuss their own 
future. The three were near neighbors, but they chose the place for their conversation at the 
home of next door neighbor Wu Pu. 


Before they revealed their ambitions, we need to first mention that Xie Jin, Hu Guang, 
Wang Gen, and Li Guan were intimate officials of the emperor. They were men close to the 
emperor and were highly trusted by the emperor. Their views on the current affairs were 
typical of the views of some of the court officials. Among the four Wang Gen was unique. He 
was unique because he had the best reason for being discontent against the emperor, why? 


In the imperial exam in year two of Establishing Civility (AD 1400), he was the real top 
scholar overall. 


After the panel exam, Wang Gen was in the palace exam. In the panel exam, his policy 
essay got placed the first and thus the title of top scholar overall would have been his. But the 
emperor disliked his look and thus offered the first place to Hu Guang. With this, the top 
scholar overall that was already in his hands was taken away. By any means he was entitled to 
be angry at the emperor. But once again the world showed us the ugliness and sincerity of 


human nature. 


The emperor was about to fall and the topic of conversation certainly was not on poetry 
and painting. When the boss was stepping down, they had to make their choices. The three 
men made different choices. Of course the choices were made deep in the bottom of their 
hearts. 


The three acted as follow: 


Xie Jin perorated. Hu Guang also expressed his outrage, his resolution against Zhu Di, and 
his willingness as a martyr of the empire. Wang Gen didn’t speak. He wept silently. 


Actions after the conversation: 


* This is a high school in China famous for sending most of it graduates to the country’s top colleges. 
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After the conversation, Xie Jin packed up overnight and rushed out of the city to surrender 
to Zhu Di. He ran fast and there was some relevant evidence in history, “Jin rode to see Zhu 
Di”. Hu Guang surrendered the next day. He was very obedient, “As soon as he was 
summoned, he came, and kowtowed to express his gratitude”. Look at how efficiently it was 
done. He was summoned and he came. The third one Li Guan was also not to be out done, 
“Guan also submitted.” 


The reticent Wang Gen returned to home and said to his wife: “I am an officer on the state’s 
payroll. Given the situation now, all I can do is to die for the country.” 

Then he calmly committed suicide. 

The state chose men by their looks, but he didn’t choose his country by its change of 
momentum. 

In that night, two men spoke and one didn’t speak. The ones spoke told their promises, 
which in the end became lies. The one remained quiet realized his promise he made in his 


heart by his actions. 


Actually long before they expressed themselves in different manners, there was already a 
man who saw the outcome. This man was Wu Pu, who was quietly observing them. 


Hu Guang finished his speech on dying for the country, which was filled with compassion 
and excitement, bidding farewell with solemnity on his face, and he returned home (his house 
was just next to Wu Pu’s). Soon after that, the son of Wu Pu sighed: “It’s a really good thing 
that uncle Hu (Hu Guang) has the courage to die for the country.” 


Wu Pu smiled a little and said: “That man won’t die for the country. Among the three, the 
only who will die for the country is Wang Gen.” 


Still, Wu Pu’s son was young and he wasn’t convinced. When he was about to refute his 


father, from outside there came the voice of Hu Guang. 
“It’s chaotic out, keep good watch of the family belongings!” 
The two smiled wryly. 


On the other hand, we can’t seem to put too much blame on the few who surrendered, 
especially Xie Jin. He had suffered too much and experienced too many setbacks. He wanted 
success very badly. On this opportunity, he was not about to let it slip away. 

On the actions of the four men, justice was in people’s heart. 

Thus Xie Jin became Zhu Di’s favorite. Regardless of the method he used, after all, he 
realized his dream. From now on he began his most glorious period of his life. But before that, 
it’s necessary for us to describe the whereabouts of the other two among the three who 
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surrendered. 
Li Guan: 


After taking control of the government, Zhu Di got many memorials submitted to the 
emperor by many officials. In them there were many writings on putting down against him. 
He said jokingly to the officials at the Court: “Probably every one of you has something to do 
with the memorials.” Officials below were intimidated. But actually Zhu Di was just joking. 
He would not go to find blames. But something unexpected happened. 


The troublemaker was Li Guan. Unruffled, he said: “No, not me, I’ve never done it”, with 
an air of satisfaction and pride. He was a smart man and took notice of the concern from very 


early on. To avoid troubles he never submitted memorials of this kind. 


Now he finally was getting the reward for his intelligence and intellect, but in a way he 


never could anticipate. 
Zhu Di was enraged. He walked to Li Guan and threw the memorials on to his face. 


“Are you proud of it? You are paid by the country. As an official of the country, at time of 


crisis, as one in the inner circle, you didn’t utter a word. I loathe men of your kind!” 
Trembling, Li Guan cowered. He never thought shamelessness had a cost. 


Afterwards, he was sent to prison for violating the laws. He died in prison. Before his death, 
he finally was remorseful of his actions. He sobbed: “Wang Jing Zhi (Wang Gen’s courtesy 
name), I’m really ashamed to see you.” 


Hu Guang: 


Thereafter his ascendance was without snags. For his ability in compositions and handling 
state affairs, along with Xie Jin, he was appointed as one of the seven members of the first 
cabinet of Ming. Later he was conferred the title of grand academician of the Imperial Library. 
After his death, he was bestowed posthumously the minister of rites. He also set a record that 
he was the first civilian official who was awarded a posthumous name, which was “Cultured 
and Esteemed”. 


Overall, throughout his life, he never suffered much, which was not bad. But a man 


eventually would have his characters exposed. 


After Hu Guang and Xie Jin defected to Zhu Di, recognizing they were townsmen and 
close to each other, Zhu Di inclined to make them tie up by marriage. Xie Jin already had a son. 
Hu Guang’s wife just became pregnant and it was not known if it was a boy or girl. Now, 
without an ultrasound exam, Obstetrician Zhu Di asserted: “It’s definitely a girl.” 


The result was Hu Guang’s wife indeed gave birth to a girl. Leaders are indeed superior. 
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They are even so well professed in secondary occupation like obstetrics, amid their 
government duties. Later it showed the girl was indeed remarkable. But unfortunately I am 
not able to find her name in history records. I only know her surname must be Hu. 


As promised, the girl was married to Xie Jin’s son. The two families were both wealthy and 
prominent and the couple was an envy of the people. But there were unexpected things in the 
weather. Xie Jin later was jailed and his son was also banished to Eastern Liao. Now Hu 
Guang once again showed his true nature of being an opportunist. As soon as his relatives of 
marriage fell into a well, he immediately went everywhere to find stones. He ordered his 
daughter to divorce her husband. 


In that age, an order from the parents meant everything. But the girl, whose marriage was 
bestowed by Zhu Di, had some of Zhu Di’s fortitude. She did something that would shame her 
father. Hu Guang pushed and persuaded many times to no avail. Finally he got his daughter’s 


final answer. It was not a document for divorce, but an ear. 


To show her resolve to not leave her husband, his daughter cut off her own ear. She also 
castigated her father: “Although I have my misfortune, it’s still a marriage made by the 
emperor and you consented. How could you do this? I would rather die than obeying you!” 


The action of the gallant woman roiled the public. The people also saw the real Hu Guang 


from this incident. Then the son of Xie Jin was pardoned and returned to his woman. 


Hu Guang, shame on you! Although you were well learned and had a stellar career, you 


were not even up to a woman in integrity! 


Still, the truth is, justice is in people’s hearts. 


Rapid rise 

Zhu Di thought highly of Xie Jin largely because he accurately predicted Xie Jin would be 
the man capable of being the editor-in-chief of The Grand Encyclopedia. In year one of Perpetual 
Happiness (AD 1403), Zhu Di solemnly gave Xie Jin the job that could make one dazzle in 
history, as well as work that would make one die. His requirements were: “Assemble a book 
that incorporate all classics, histories, essays, and collections of all sorts and schools of 
thoughts, as well as those on astronomy, geography, chronicles, annals, medicine, astrology, 
Buddhism, and arts and crafts. Don’t be discouraged if it’s going to be vast and numerous.” 


It was such a grand and bold statement and wish. Please don’t underestimate the work 
involved in editing books. In an era when information technology was not highly developed, 
books got lost easily even after publication. Because there was no such a tradition that after a 
book was published a copy would be sent to a library. Books like novels were read by many. 
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But academic works on classical histories, essays, and collections were rarely touched by 
anyone (much like present days) and they easily got lost. Some of the books that were not 
known to the public were even more like those secret books described in the martial arts 
novels, hidden deep in mountains and forests and known to no one. To collect these books, it 
would require a lot of money and manpower. Thus books were edited by every dynasty but 
there were great differences. Poor dynasties, having only limited resources, opted only to edit 
the one that had to be written, the official history of the previous dynasty. 


But Zhu Di wanted to edit neither one book nor a volume. What he wanted was an 
encyclopedia that covered from the start of history to the present, that included all subjects, 
and that contained all knowledge. 


This was not just about culture. It was an indication of the overall strength that included 
economic strength. It was a symbol of a strong and confident nation. 


Besides The Grand Encyclopedia, there would be no other books. 


We can imagine that when Zhu Di gave this job to Xie Jin, he was also giving his 
expectations and responsibilities to the young man of only thirty four years old. But 
ridiculously, a matter that was of unprecedented importance became a “routine job” to Xie Jin. 


On this matter Xie Jin didn’t show his political acumen. He naively thought it was just the 
emperor’s temporary surge of interest to edit a book for playing. In November of year two of 
Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), he submitted to the emperor a draft titled General Assembly of 
Bibliographies. It would be fair to say that Xie Jin put in a lot of work in making the draft. But he 
didn’t expect what he received in exchange for his hard work was Zhu Di’s reprimand. 


Zhu Di was very happy to see Xie Jin completed the work so quickly. But when he saw the 
book submitted he realized the bookworm completely misunderstood his superior’s intention. 
He excoriated Xie Jin and then laid out a grand scheme. 


The scheme was indeed grand. It truly exhibited the overall strength of Ming at the time. 
First, Zhu Di appointed five imperial academicians as presidents (not the kind of presidents in 
our present society). The five were led by Wang Jing and all were well learned scholars. He 
also appointed other twenty Imperial Academy officials as vice presidents. The twenty were 
also famous scholars of the time. In addition, Zhu Di issued a countrywide mobilization order 
to summon up all those who were learned and knowledgeable, regardless rich or poor. It 
wouldn’t matter if one was a cripple as long as his brain ran and feet walked. All of them were 


summoned as editors, which were much like present day editors. 


It was still not enough. Zhu Di set up a posture in a desperate fight. He was determined to 
do better than the best. He also searched around the country for men of a special capability, 
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which was not academic. Then what kind of men was he looking for? 
The answer is: men of good penmanship. 


Because it was about editing an encyclopedia, therefore a lot of books and materials were 
to be collected. After the materials were collected, they needed to be copied by hand. This was 
understandable because at the time when there was no computer typesetting technology, 
editing had to be copied by hand. 


If it was a book edited by the Great Empire of Ming, it had to be decent. The handwriting 
must be handsome and clearly legible. If one like me, whose writing is messy and knows only 
typing on a computer, was asked to copy books, not to mention that Zhu Di wouldn’t tolerate, 
even I myself would feel ashamed. In those eras, if your handwriting was bad, you would be 
shy to even say hello to others. 


It was a true general mobilization of literature. It could be said that Zhu Di gathered the 
intellectual elite of the nation to be on this project. Previously we have mentioned that editing 
books would be a measure of the country’s economic strength. That’s because if you got so 
many intellectual to edit the book, you had to clearly state on your job advertisements: 
including room and board, salaries would be paid monthly. Don’t assume that intellectuals 


and scholars would be willingly to work for no pay, they’d got their wives and children. 


Zhu Di was one who acted swiftly. He resolved the problems immediately. He chose the 
Imperial Library as the project headquarters. He also arranged rooms and boards for the men 
on the project. Of course, meals were served by the Palace Kitchen. Men editing books 
wouldn’t have to do anything else. All they had to do was to edit books. 


With our descriptions above, everyone should see that without money, a lot of money, 
would one be able to edit such a book? 


A poor dynasty would have to spend all of its resources on survival. It would be a blessing 
if the state had any income to feed itself. Who could spare any money to edit books? 


It’s not a false statement to say that books were edited in eras of prosperity. 


Besides the men mentioned above, Zhu Di also found an aide for Xie Jin to co-edit the book. 
Nominally the man was an aide, but in truth he was a supervisor. Prior to that, he had been 
second in command only once. As luck would have it, the first in command was no other but 
Zhu Di. 


The supervisor was Yao Guang Xiao. 


Yao Guang Xiao was not only good at intrigues, he was also very learned. Even Song Lian, 
the top intellectual in early Ming, regarded him very highly of his talent. At that time, Xie Jin 
was just a toddler. 
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Zhu Di’s determination was clearly shown by placing such a man of such high caliber to 
Xie Jin’s side. 

After Zhu Di displayed such a grand formation in an overwhelming manner, Xie Jin finally 
understood what he was about to achieve was a gargantuan and glorious deed. If he couldn’t 
accomplish it or not had it done well, it was not just a matter of losing his position. 


Nothing needed to say, by all means, just do it. 


After being instructed by the leader, Comrade Xie Jin finally corrected his attitude and 
advanced by following the direction of the leader. In fact, Zhu Di indeed was not mistaken on 
his pick. Xie Jin was able to fully utilize his knowledge and capabilities. He laid out all the 
work in good order. Procurement, analysis, editing, and proof-reading were all being done in 
a systematic way. After completing each portion, he inspected it personally and provided his 
opinions. As one of the best in a huge team of intellectuals, he did very well. 


When the team of nearly a thousand was working smoothly under his lead and The Grand 
Encyclopedia was nearing its completion and perfection, Xie Jin finally realized his value of life 
and dream. He was no longer a bookworm not having the opportunity to use his talent. He 


was the country’s backbone. 


During the editing of The Grand Encyclopedia, Zhu Di never stopped in offering his help and 
care. In April of year four of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1406), amid his busy work, Zhu Di took 
the time to visit the men who were on the job editing the book day and night. He kindly 
inquired Xie Jin if there were any issues in working and living conditions. Xie Jin thanked the 
attention from the leader and stated that he would work harder and better as appreciation of 
the emperor’s kindness, as well as not to disappoint the intellectuals of the country. Finally he 
indicated that the classics and history portion of the encyclopedia was nearing completion, but 


there were still many shortcomings in the essays part. 


Zhu Di stated at once if there were any problems, he was to be informed immediately and 
he would resolve them. If it was about procuring books, he would give the money to buy them. 
He would give whatever amount asked! Then he would immediately order the ones in charge 
(the Ministry of Rites) to send men to purchase the books. 


With this kind of political and financial support, aided by the able command and 
coordination by Xie Jin, numerous industrial intellectuals worked without respite day and 
night. They never stopped their brushes in countless number of nights. They abandoned their 
families and entertainment. It cost their health and even their lives (many of them died of too 


much work), all just for completing the greatest work since ever and after. 


Many among them probably didn’t have great ambitions because most of them were 
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ordinary scriveners and copy editors. At the time, they were all just ordinary intellectuals. 
Their lives didn’t seem to have anything to do with the word great. But what they did was a 
great thing. History wouldn’t preserve their names. But their blood was flowing in every page 


and every column of the great work. 


Thus regardless if one was a copy editor who labored to vomit blood or a scrivener who 
buried his head on copying books, they were all heroes who deserved being called heroes. 


Everyone was. 


By their unrelenting efforts, in November of year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407), 
The Grand Encyclopedia was completed. 


The book included works of various kinds from pre-Qin to early Ming, totaling more than 
seven to eight thousands. In total it had eleven thousand ninety five books, twenty two 


thousand eight hundred seventy seven volumes, and three hundred seventy million words. 
It was all manually written one word a time. 


Its contents included works on and of classics, histories, philosophies, essays, astronomy, 
geography, yin and yang, medicine, divination, Buddhism, Taoism, theater, arts and crafts, 
and agriculture and farming. It covered thousands of years of intellectual wealth in China. It 
was absolutely not just a book. It was a pyramid of Chinese civilization. 


Even more worthy of appreciation was that the Ming intellectuals, led by Xie Jin, open 
minded and munificent, collected almost all previous culture materials and left us a great asset. 


Zhu Di’s dream was finally realized. He solemnly named the great work, The Grand 
Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness. 


Now I can finally say, under my rule, I compiled the greatest, the most complete, and the 
most perfect book in history! There will be a day that I become old then die, but the glory of 
the book will forever shine upon the posterity to tell the splendor of our era! 


Glory! But it’s a glory that not just belonged to Zhu Di. It is a glory that belongs to our 
country and our people. We have gone through ups and downs in thousands of years. We 
have shined our splendors to the world and at times powerful. We have also been subdued, 
humiliated, and suffered demise several times. But eventually we didn’t give in. Our 


civilization passed from generation to generation and guided us to tenaciously stand up. 


What is great about The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness is that it’s not just a book. 
Rather it’s a kind of spirit, a spirit of culture heritage and self-reliance. 


We should thank the book because without its inception, many ancient works would have 


never been seen today. 
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If we have to produce a list, it’s probably going to be very long. Here we only list a few 
titles to let everyone understand the importance of the book. For example, books such as The 
Old Official History of Tang, The Old Official History of Five Dynasties, The Selected Collections of 
Government Papers of Song, and Extended Compilation of General Chronicles on Governments, were 
all lost. Not until Qing Dynasty, were they copied from The Grand Encyclopedia and made 
available to the public. 


Thus we say, The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness is a pyramid in China’s history. 


In the project of building the pyramid of Chinese civilization, Xie Jin was an outstanding 
chief engineer and designer. In fact, his achievement was no inferior to those of Xu Da’s and 
Lan Yu’s, those who fought and acquired territories. Although he didn’t have the gallantry 
and valor in leading thousands of troops and attacking cities, as well as the glory of 
brandishing their knives on ironclad horse backs in the deserts, he had his own weapon. His 
weapon was his brush and ink. It was under his leadership that with their brushes and inks, 
countless number of hard-working intellectuals left us the wisdom and knowledge from our 
ancestors and allowed us to understand the glorious past and the greatness of our ancestors. 


Reality shows that those bookmen and scholars, who are often ridiculed by us as not 
having the strength to even catch a chicken, also have their power. They are also very strong. 
They are also worthy of our respect. Who says bookmen are useless, there can be heroes in 
their pens. 


Speculation 


The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness was the most splendid achievement of Xie Jin 
in his life. It was the zenith of his life. But after the book was completed, among those 
celebrating, there wasn’t Xie Jin. Because at this time, he had already fallen from the zenith of 
his life and been demoted to the desolate Guangxi. Why did the extremely talented and very 
accomplished Xie Jin end up like that? Who was responsible for that? 

In fact Xie Jin ended up where he was could be completely described in one phrase, he got 
it all by himself. 

That was because he did something he was never good at, speculation. 

On speculation, Xie Jin was not a stranger. We have previously described his glorious story 
in which he refused the lure of a minor position offered by Emperor Establishing Civility, and 
overcame all obstacles to defect to Zhu Di without hesitation. Of course his action was 
reasonable because Zhu Di needed him and he needed Zhu Di. Xie Jin had fame and talent and 
Zhu Di had power and money. 
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The indigenous bookman Fang Xiao Ru was dead. To prove that scholars in the world did 
not all have steel bones and there were still men willing to corporate with the new emperor, 
Zhu Di naturally treasured Xie Jin, who defected at his own volition. Not only did he appoint 
Xie Jin as the chief editor of The Grand Encyclopedia and the second edition of The Chronicles of 
the Great Grandfather of Ming, he also placed high political use on him by reserving an 
important post in the first cabinet of Ming. In this cabinet, there were seven men and each was 
an elite. Among those who held critical posts, were two Yangs, who were the two among the 
Three Yangs who made great contributions to the reigns of Prosperous Era of Mercy and 
Expressed Charity. 


In addition, Zhu Di often talked to Xie Jin individually after work (dismissal of the Court). 
In today’s terms, this amounted to “targeted training”. More than once Zhu Di said in front of 


his officials: “Having Xie Jin is a Heaven’s blessing!” 


Xie Jin got his name by being direct and upright in politics. But the irony was that he 
benefited from political speculation. 


Xie Jin finally got his satisfaction. He seemed to realize that the reason for being 
unsuccessful for years was because he was politically naive. Why bother to get myself in 
trouble by saying so much against the emperor? 


The success of this political speculation convinced him he shouldn’t care so much about 
other things. All he needed to do was to get involved in politics, bet right, and place his 
political bargaining chip to ensure his power and position. 


Thus dead was the scholar who devoted his life to the country and pled for the people. In 


his place was an ambitious and seasoned politician. 


To many this was nothing unusual. It was just a choice one made for his own life. But the 
problem was when Xie Jin made the choice, he forgot a simple and important rule. It was this 


simple rule that ruined his life. 
The rule is: don’t do what you are not good at. 


When we were young, we often had many dreams about doing this or that after we grow 
up. I don’t know what kids want to do now days. In my times, being a scientist was absolutely 
my top choice. At that time I often imagined myself shaking a test tube in a lab. It was not 
important what I was shaking, it only mattered that it just felt so good. 


But after growing up, the youths who dreamed didn’t become real scientists, at least most 
of them didn’t. Because during his growing up, countless number of people and countless 
number of events told him unequivocally: “Give up on your dream, you don’t have the stuff!” 


This may not necessarily be a put down. In many cases, it’s a genuine advice. 
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Heaven is very fair. He would give different kind of talents to different people. Some are 
good at this and some good at that. That is what makes our world vibrant and colorful. Taking 
Xie Jin’s life overall, what he was good at was academic, not politics. 


But the man who should have devoted himself in study got his reward from political 
speculation. He accumulated some experience in years of political struggles, which made him 
naively believe that he had become a master in politics. From that moment, without hesitation, 


he threw himself into the maelstroms of political struggles. 


Very unfortunately, the maelstrom he jumped into was not an ordinary one, it was the 


largest maelstrom, one that touched on the root of the empire, the issue of succession. 


In times of wars, military generals often rebelled for no other reason, power and position. 
To acquire a position, the best approach was to become an emperor. But that approach was too 
difficult (refer to the comrade Zhu Yuan Zhang’s history of advancement). Thus many 
generals sought the next best thing. As long as one could support a new emperor, he would 
become an accomplished founding member. Of course the new boss would not forget his poor 
brothers. He would at least offer some rewards. Although this job was also risky, such as when 
the boss you met was not a Zhao but a Zhu%, then you’d be done. But comparing to the 
possible profit, the profit was greater than the cost. 


In peace times, one ought not to take that approach. The cost of rebellion was too great and 
it was also very hard to be successful (take the life of comrade Zhu Di as a reference). But 
everyone dreamed of ascending to the sky in one step. Thus officials took the next best by 
courting the future successor to the throne. The emperor had to die someday. If one became 
the confidant of the successor before his death, he would certainly be given the best post. But 
being in this trade was also risky. Taking into account of the special position and interests of 
the emperor, as well as the long history of inequality among men and women, in many cases, 
the number of sons of the emperor was always N (N is greater or equal to 2). If you happened 
to meet a very energetic emperor (such as Emperor Prosperity and Splendor*), then you would 
be in trouble. 


Therefore supporting a successor was not a joking matter. It could be compared to 
gambling. If you put your chips in the wrong slot and the new emperor was not the one you 
supported, you just had to wait for troubles to come. Under an overturned nest, there can be 


no unbroken eggs. If your master was done, how could you expect to come out unscathed? 


But Xie Jin decided to gamble. It should be pointed out that he was a man with foresight. 


* Zhao was the surname of the emperors of the Song Dynasty. The author here is saying that the founders of the Song 
Dynasty was lucky than those of the Ming Dynasty, when most of the founders were executed by Zhu Yuan Zhang. 
* Emperor Prosperity and Splendor of the Qing Dynasty. 
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Although Zhu Di trusted him now, Zhu Di would become old and die. To keep his post for the 
long run, he had to plan ahead. After observing for a long period, he finally decided on his 
target. 


In year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), he bet all of his chips on the name of one of 
the princes, Zhu Gao Chi. 


On Zhu Gao Chi and Zhu Gao Xu’s power struggle, we will specifically describe later. Here 
we only explain a few matters related to Xie Jin. 


In fact the confrontations between the two royal highnesses existed in the beginning of the 
War of Cleansing the Court. Officials all knew it and Zhu Di knew it. In his heart, Zhu Di 
longed to pass the throne to Zhu Gao Xu because Zhu Gao Xu had great accomplishments and 
he looked more handsome. On the contrary, Zhu Gao Chi had disabilities and also problems 
with his eyes. To be a leader of the nation, his look was indeed not that impressive. 


But Zhu Gao Chi was the eldest son. Crowning the eldest also was a long held tradition. 
Thus Zhu Di vacillated and he asked his war time officials for advice. Not surprisingly, most 
of the men who were in the war recommended Zhu Gao Xu. It’s understandable that after all 
they fought together. It would be easier for themselves if they had a comrade in arms as their 


leader. 
Someone opposed. 


There was only one man opposed to it. The man was Jin Zhong. At the time he was the 
minister of war. Comparing him with those dukes and marquis who supported Zhu Gao Xu, 
the second grade official was nothing. But out of everyone’s expectation, it was him who 
affected the final outcome. 

It was not because of his capabilities. Rather it was because, behind him, there was a giant 
shadow supporting him. 

The giant shadow was the invisible but ubiquitous Yao Guang Xiao. 

If we opened Jin Zhong’s resume, we can see he had an intertwining relationship with Yao 
Guang Xiao. It was Yao Guang Xiao that recommended him to Zhu Di. The man’s main 
capabilities were almost copies of Yao Guang Xiao’s, which were all about divination, 
intrigues, decision making, and those sorts. Many suspected he was actually Yao Guang Xiao’s 
student. 


The man took an unusual stance. Being attacked by numerous others, he never changed his 
opinion. He also suggested to Zhu Di that if he couldn’t make up his mind, he ought to ask 
advice from the current court officials. 


This was an extremely clever move. The officials closest to the emperor were no other than 
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the seven men. They were all scholars and felt strongly to the orthodox idea of crowning the 
eldest. In addition, the men probably had already connected with Yao Guang Xiao. Later 
development of the matter proved that it was this suggestion by Jin Zhong that fundamentally 
changed the previous overwhelming situation. 


We have very good reasons to suspect that the one that plotted all these behind the scenes 
was Yao Guang Xiao, the one purportedly cared nothing about current affairs. We have to 
admire this “prime minister in black”, who always intervened at the most critical moment on 
the most critical issue. He was a real factor of destabilization. There was no peace wherever he 
was seen. If gongs sounded at ten places, he was at nine of them. He lived in an era where his 
life had its use. 


Next it was Mr. Xie Jin’s turn to appear on the scene. He was one of those asked. In this 
famous conversation in history, he exhibited his wisdom and also proved it was no fake that 
he was regarded the first talent in Ming Dynasty. In fact, it was his statement (more accurately, 
three words) that settled the general situation. 

Both sides were direct. 


Zhu Di asked: “Whom do you think should be crowned?” 

Xie Jin replied: “His royal highness (Zhu Gao Chi) is benevolent and generous. He should 
be the crown prince.” 

Zhu Di said nothing. But Xie Jin understood it was a negative response. He didn’t panic 
because he had the killer answer. If he uttered the next reason, the throne was definitely Zhu 
Gao Chi’s! 

Xie Jin saluted again: “The best royal grandson!” 

Zhu Di smiled and Xie Jin smiled as well. The matter was settled. 

The so-called best royal grandson was Zhu Zhan Ji (later the Expressively Charitable Father 


of Ming), Zhu Gao Chi’s son. The man was smart at birth and deeply loved by Zhu Di. Xie Jin 
got hold of the key and accomplished a great deal on Zhu Gao Chi’s behalf. 


This was a conversation that was recorded in history. In this conversation, Xie Jin fully 
exploited his solid scholarship and psychological power and made a great contribution on the 
topmost matter of the empire. Of course the contribution was relative to Zhu Gao Chi. 


After leaning this, Zhu Gao Chi felt a deep gratitude toward Xie Jin. He dragged his 
crippled feet to Xie Jin’s home and personally thanked him. 


Zhu Gao Chi felt assured, as well as Xie Jin. One was assured that the throne was at hand 
and the other felt his position and power wouldn’t change. 


33 


A Monarch’s Glories 


But reality proved both of them were too optimistic. The story about Zhu Gao Chi will be 
elaborated later. Let’s first explain Xie Jin, whose problem was he didn’t at all understand that 
the so-called general situation was settled was just a relative term. As long as Zhu Di didn’t 
die, Zhu Gao Chi had to remain being his crown prince. But a crown prince was nothing but a 
successor to the throne and not the owner of the throne. He also couldn’t guarantee Xie Jin’s 
position and safety. 


More seriously, by supporting Zhu Gao Chi, he became a thorn in Zhu Gao Xu’s eyes. But 
Xie Jin didn’t understand, even if Zhu Gao Xu couldn’t do anything about Zhu Gao Chi, he’d 
had ample power to do something about the little Xie Jin. 


But Xie Jin was still immersed in the joy of success. He was too arrogant. He seemed to 
think that his skills at intrigues were no inferior to studies. But he was wrong. His skills looked 
like a child’s play to those seasoned politicians. A disaster was befalling on Xie Jin. 


It came quickly 


In year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), Zhu Di made Zhu Gao Chi the crown 
prince. But things didn’t progress as Xie Jin expected. He also greatly underestimated Zhu Gao 
Xu’s political prowess. In fact, as Zhu Gao Xu’s political power continuously grew, his position 
and strength exceeded that of the crown prince’s. In addition, his behavior became more 
ostentatious. The protocols he took up almost matched that of the crown prince’s. 


Now, Xie Jin made the gravest mistake in his life. He decided to report privately to Zhu Di. 
The report was about stopping Zhu Gao Xu’s violation of proper protocols, otherwise it would 


cause more controversies. 


It was laughable. There was always someone to take care of the protocols adopted by Zhu 
Gao Xu. You, Xie Jin, are not a Zhu and are not a relative of Zhu Di’s, why did you have to 
mess with this? Now Zhu Di’s positive appraisals, such as that “I can’t live one day without 
Xie Jin” and “Xie Jin is a Heaven’s blessing”, filled Xie Jin’s mind. To him, Zhu Di would listen 
to every word of him. 


But Zhu Di this time only coolly told him: “I know.” 


Xie Jin was so naive that he didn’t know in essence Zhu Di was a politician. Words of a 
politician could never be believed. If you were useful to him, he would listen to you on 
everything, even to the point to making you his grandfather. But after the thing is done, you 
would be immediately restored to your position as a grandson. Obviously, Xie Jin mistook his 
seniority in the family. 


Zhu Di showed some colors to Xie Jin and Xie Jin thought he could start a dye house. He 
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also forgot to apply for a business permit from Zhu Di. 


After this incident, in Zhu Di’s mind, Xie Jin had a hat on his head, interfering with one’s 
family matters. Who do you think yourself are? When is it your turn to interfere with matters 
in the first family? 


Thereafter Xie Jin’s standing fell precipitously. Gradually he lost Zhu Di’s confidence. On 
top of that, he opposed Zhu Di’s expedition against Annan (today’s Vietnam, we’ll have more 
detailed descriptions on this matter), which made Zhu Di hate him even more. Thus the past 
most favorite confidant, the editor-in-chief of both The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness 
and the second edition of The Chronicles of the Great Grandfather, became an unnecessary person 
in Zhu Di’s eyes. He couldn’t get Zhu Di’s praise on everything he did. On the contrary, what 
he got was ceaseless scolding and reproof. 


Zhu Di hated him and wished to see him no more. He only wanted him to go far away, the 
farther, the better. But he didn’t act right away because he still needed Xie Jin to do one big 
thing. 

The big thing was the editing of The Grand Encyclopedia. If he sent Xie Jin packing now, the 
completion of the encyclopedia would be impacted. Taking this into account, Zhu Di 
suppressed his hatred and kept it in his heart. 


Unfortunately, Xie Jin didn’t know anything about this. He was still in the dream that he 
was the most favored official of the Son of Heaven. He still went along his own way. Zhu Di 
finally couldn’t endure anymore. Xie Jin had become too bold and too audacious. Thus in 
February of year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407), being fed up, Zhu Di eventually 
kicked Xie Jin, who at the time was still editing the book, out of the Court. He was sent far to 
Guangxi as an advisor. 


To Xie Jin, it was like struck by lightning on a clear day. The decent job of editing the book 
was no longer his. Even his job as an imperial academician and a cabinet member was lost. He 
had to pack up and to go to a poor remote area to alleviate poverty (at the time Guangxi was a 
desolate region). The dream of being the most favored official lasted only four years. Was it 
about to be shattered? 


Xie Jin didn’t protest (he couldn’t dare to). Obediently he went to Guangxi. Now confusion 
and disappointment filled Xie Jin’s mind. But he was not desperate because something similar 
had happened on him before. He believed opportunity would come again and Heaven was not 


about to abandon him. 
Iam still just thirty six. The Court is going to use me again. 


But he waited for four years and he got only the job to go to Huazhou to supervise soldier’s 
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pay. He could have taken it in stride in his job on supervising soldier’s pay and live his life 
peacefully, but Xie Jin had to stir up some trouble. This time his action sent him to prison. 


Here are the details, in year nine of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1411), Xie Jin got a rare 
opportunity to go to the capital to report on soldier’s pay. It was not easy for an official from a 
remote region to get such an opportunity to enter the city. All would be fine if he just took a 
tour, purchased some local produce, and went back to boast his trip. What else could he have 


done wrong? 


But readers, don’t forget that Comrade Xie Jin was different. He came out from the city and 
had seen things. Witnessing the bustling of the capital city again evoked his unbounded 
imaginations. He seemed to forget his situation. It just happened that Zhu Di was leading five 
hundred thousand men on a business trip to Mongolia (expedition against the Tartars) and 
hadn’t returned. Having nothing to do, plus he still dreamed of his resurrection, without 


permission, he paid a private visit to Zhu Gao Chi, the crown prince. 


So silly, what kind of a place was Zhu Gao Chi’s home? Was it a place one could visit at 
will? 

Xie Jin’s absurd acts didn’t stop here. After privately visiting the crown prince, he didn’t 
even wait for Zhu Di’s return to report to him and then left just like that! Xie Jin’s head was 


really spinning out of control. 


Surely, after Zhu Di returned, Zhu Gao Xu immediately reported this to Zhu Di, who was 
shocked. He firmly believed the charge that Xie Jin was caballing with the crown prince with 
ill attempts. He ordered Xie Jin’s arrest. Just like that, Xie Jin, a talent of a generation, not only 
failed to get what he craved, but also paid with what he already got. He couldn’t be an official 


anymore and became a prisoner. 


By now, Xie Jin had lost all of his hopes. The emperor trusted him no more and the crown 


prince could help him no morte. It was all over. 


Looking back at his life, he got his start very young. He was ambitious. Although it was a 
bumpy experience, he was able to get out unscathed from dangers and moved up even higher. 
He was admired by all the officials and the public. How splendid was it and how proud was 
he! 


But now, except the dark prison cell that received no sunlight throughout the day, the 
shackles on his feet, and the stinky air in the room, he had nothing else. He lost, completely 
lost. But if he was willing to bet, he must be willing to accept losses. 


Xie Jin couldn’t understand why in the end he lost. There was no dearth of political 
intrigues in him. But he ended up like that. He just could not make sense of it. 
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In fact before and after Xie Jin, countless number of them had all asked the same question 
but they all failed to find the answer. We can only say that Xie Jin got himself in a wrong 
gambol at the wrong time and in the wrong place. From an exceptional talent to a prisoner, he 
had no one else to blame but himself. 


The end 


If the matter ended this way, Xie Jin might have lived out his life as a prisoner or got out of 
prison in a general amnesty and went back to live as an ordinary person. He might be able to 
find a job as a private tutor to feed himself. But Heaven was determined to let his life have a 
tragic ending so as to attract more attention from posterity. 


In year thirteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1415), Guard in Brocade Ji Gang submitted a 
list of prisoners to Zhu Di, who saw Xie Jin’s name during the review. Then with skill and tact, 
he said a few words: “Is Xie Jin still alive?” 


“Ts Xie Jin still alive?” It was a question with obvious meaning. He was asking Ji Gang why 
this man was still alive. But at the same time another meaning in the sentence was, he 
shouldn’t be alive anymore. 


Zhu Di was a master of using code words. Prior to that in year seven of Perpetual 
Happiness (AD 1409), he uttered the same words and those were directed at Ping An. 


The incident occurred in a similar way. After reviewing the list of officials he saw Ping 
An’s name, then he said: “Is Ping An still alive?” 


Ping An was a man who acted proactively. Upon hearing Zhu Di’s words, he committed 
suicide. 


Ping An was pitiable. But Xie Jin was more pitiable because he didn’t even have the right to 


commit suicide. 


Ji Gang, who had worked on special assignments for a long time, was a man adept at 
understanding his superior’s intentions. He was extremely well versed in this kind of code 
words. In addition, he had long had grudges against Xie Jin, thus there was the scene at the 
beginning of the chapter. 


Xie Jin thus ended his life in the snow covered ground. The pure white snow covered Xie 
Jin’s body and his no longer pure heart. The then righteous and blunt Xie Jin probably never 
thought his end would be like this. 


Regardless, Xie Jin’s life was meaningful. Regardless what he did, right or wrong, his 
accomplishments couldn’t be concealed. The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness edited by 
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him has been preserved to today, which left us a great amount of wealth in knowledge. When 
we see those treasured volumes, we should remember there was a man named Xie Jin, who 
once spent all of his energy on this. Just on this alone, he deserved the respect of our later 
generations. 
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Relocating the capital 


The other thing did by Zhu Di that had a far-reaching impact was relocating the capital, 
which was a great matter in any dynasty. This relocation done by Zhu Di was undoubtedly the 
one that had the greatest impact to later generations. Today, Beijing has a population of over 
ten million and countless number of buildings and skyscrapers. It’s also our nation’s capital 
and one of the most vibrant cities in the world. All these were originated from a decision made 
by Zhu Di. 

In March of year one of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1403), Mongol forces attacked and 
marauded Eastern Liao. The local commander Shen Yong was an inept man. He couldn’t resist 
and didn’t report to his superiors. Upon learning this, Zhu Di was incensed and immediately 
executed Shen Yong. He summoned his officials and asked for the reason that caused the 
deterioration of the military situation in the north. 


Zhu Di questioned his officials. The northern defense was so weak so as to allow the 
Mongol forces to roam around like in no-man’s land. How could this be tolerated and who 
should be responsible for this? 


But unexpected by Zhu Di, although officials didn’t speak, they weren’t afraid. Instead, 
they stared at him. Rage rose in Zhu Di’s heart, just when he was about to explode, his mind 
suddenly turned and he suppressed his words. 


Why? 
He finally realized why the officials were staring at him. The one who should be 
responsible for the incident was himself! 


In Ming’s defense system, the ones mainly in charge of the northern defense were Zhu Di, 
the Prince of Yan, and Zhu Quan, the Prince of Ning. But in the War of Cleansing the Court, 
Zhu Quan was kidnapped by him and he also ran to Nanjing to become an emperor. Without 
the two, the northern borders were virtually undefended. How could others be blamed? 
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Nanjing was not a bad place and also suitable as a capital, because its terrain was 
forbidding and the climate was good. It was also a major grain producing region. Since the 
center of the Chinese economy at the time was moving southward, keeping the capital here 
was advantageous to maintaining the rule of Ming. 


But the problem was the dwelling of the Ming Empire was not a detached house. North of 
the empire there were a few unfriendly neighbors, who often entered the house to take what 
they liked without the owner’s permission. They also never leave an IOU. It would be all right 
if it happened only once or twice. But how could it be allowed to last? 


It would avail little if forces were sent to put down the raids, because these neighbors were 
basically guerrilla units, whose strategy was to advance if we retreated and retreated if we 
advanced. They were nomadic peoples and they didn’t farm. Their job everyday was to roam 
around on horse backs. Who else would they rob, given they had nothing else to do anyway? 


To crusade against them wouldn’t work. To ignore them wouldn’t work either. It was a 
tough problem. 


Military and political situations were certainly the main reason for relocating the capital. 
But there were other factors that shouldn’t be overlooked. That was, Zhu Di’s own personality. 


Did Zhu Di’s personality have anything to do with relocating the capital? 


The answer is yes. If you still remember, we have mentioned before that although Zhu Di 
was born in Nanjing and his residence registration was Nanjing, he went to Beiping when he 
was twenty one and lived there for twenty years. Although he didn’t change his residence 
registration (at that time it was not hard to relocate to Beiping), his was already used to the 
northern way of life. 


According to history records, Zhu Di preferred northern foods. He also loved hot pickled 
Korean cabbages very much. Korean King Li Fang Yuan once sent a Korean cook to serve Zhu 
Di and he gladly accepted. Probably Zhu Di, who favored northern cuisines, wasn’t interested 
in southern cuisines. Although there were sandstorms in the north, which was far worse than 
the beautiful sceneries in the south, Zhu Di had always lived in that environment. To him, 
familiarity topped everything else. 


Of course the main reason for Zhu Di to relocate the capital was political necessity. Well, if 
the mind is made up, move. 


Hold on! It was not something that could be done as easy as it was said. Relocating the 
capital was not a regular family relocation. It couldn’t be done by just packing up, making a 
phone call and all would be done by the mover. The biggest difficulty was it was not just Zhu 
Di himself moving to Beiping. If it were so, it would have been easy. 
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Zhu Di was not the only one that had to relocate, his wives and concubines of many, 
princes, dukes, and officials, and soldiers and commoners of many all had to relocate as well. 
These people had to find places to live and build houses too. Beiping was in wars for many 
years, streets and palaces all needed repairs. Layout of the city also had to be re-planned. In 
addition, those who would follow him to Beiping were not ordinary people. A large sum of 
funds was needed to settle them. The challenge was comparable to rebuilding a capital. 


Although these were tough problems, they could be solved. In front of Zhu Di was an even 


bigger problem. If it was not solved, relocating the capital would avail nothing. 


We know the main reason for Zhu Di to decide to relocate the capital was to control the 
northern border and ensure the safety of the country. In theory relocating the capital would 
resolve the problem. But has it come to anyone’s mind that one more thing was needed? 


It was grain. 


The Beiping area was not a grain producing region. With relocation of the capital, there 
would be many people moving into the area (Chinese always have the tendency to move to 
big cities). These people would consume large amount of food. Besides, if the border was to be 
secured, large numbers of troops also had to be maintained. Although in Ming Dynasty 
military farming (soldiers farmed at peace time and fought at war time) had been 
implemented, which would provide provisions to some of the troops, the elite troops (such as 
The Three Brigades) didn’t farm. What would these people eat? They couldn’t be asked to eat 
the boreal wind. 


The more serious problem was it wouldn’t be enough to just secure the food supply for 
Beiping’s soldiers and civilians. Because the Ming government would often visit those 
unfriendly neighbors and taught them some lessons. The saying was, before moving the 
horses and troops, provisions had to move first. To send a hundred thousand men to fight, 
you had to prepare the provisions for a hundred thousand men. The grain output of the 
Beiping region was absolutely not enough to provision these adventures. 


Some would say, what’s so hard about that? Wouldn’t it be sufficient to just transport the 
grains produced in the south to the north? 
If you think this way, then congratulations, you finally have found the crux of the problem. 


It was food supply that became the biggest obstacle to the capital relocation. The problem 
lied in transportation. In that era, there were neither trains, automobiles, nor airplanes. To 
transport food, human power was the only transport available. Even today, it takes us a lot of 
time to go to Beijing from Nanjing by taking modern transportation. It took people of the time 
one month to cover that distance. Also, one issue shouldn’t be ignored, that the men who were 
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transporting the food also had to eat. Regardless how dutiful they were on their jobs, you 
should have a clear understanding, that they would never die of hunger before they had eaten 
up all the food they were transporting. 


If you got someone to transport food by land, you’d have to allocate extra food for the 
people who were transporting the food. You’d have to ask them to push two food carts, one to 
be sent and another one for consumption. Once they arrived at the destination, the portion that 
was not eaten would be delivered and the job was done. The extra portion allotted for 
consumption was probably bigger than the portion delivered. 


If any government would be willing to use this method to transport goods for the long run, 
then there was only one destination waiting for the government, bankruptcy. 


Thus the Ming government had only one choice left, transport by water (also known as 
transport by canal). 


Oh yes, problem solved, the answer was simple, would transporting grains by boat be 
faster and carry a large quantity? Why do you have to go through such a big hoop to get here? 


I can assure you that I never have the intention to mock everyone. On this issue, I can 


answer in two words: 
Not feasible. 


At the time, the river route from the southern grain producing region to the north was not 
open. The canal was blocked. The changed river route made river transportation very 
inconvenient. Unless the Ming boats were amphibian, it would be impossible for boats to 
travel without hindrance. The Great Grandfather of Ming, Zhu Yuan Zhang, suffered big 
setbacks on this. When His Senor was at war, he needed to deliver military provisions from 
the south to Eastern Liao and Beiping areas. But the river route was not open. Out of means, 
he had to take the sea route to deliver via the Sea of Bo. Not only was it a detour and far, the 
wave was also high and it was not safe. If he could get half of a ten jins delivery, he could be 
thanking the Heaven and the Earth. 


But repairing rivers and canals was not a matter that could be raised lightly. Everyone 
should remember it was repairing river routes that ignited the demise of the Yuan Dynasty. In 
any time a water project was always the major investment of a nation. It required large 
amount of money and numerous labors. If too much money was spent so that the foundation 
of the country was shaken, then it would become a serious matter (the Great Beijing- 
Hangzhou Canal of The Misanthropic Emperor of Sui was an example). Thus this matter was 


like the book editing, one must never think about it unless it was a strong and prosperous time. 


Zhu Di’s era was a prosperous time. 
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After a long recovery during the Martial Splendor era, aided by the right policies in Zhu 
Di’s rule, the Ming Dynasty at the time already had enough economic strength to accomplish 
something unimaginable previously. The Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness was done, 
therefore, doing some water works wouldn’t be a problem. 


In year nine of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1411), Zhu Di ordered Song Li, the minister of 
works, to work on Huitong River to open the river route. Song Li was a very capable irrigation 
expert. He completed the task. Thereafter, Chen Xuan, the governor of canal transportation, 
further dredged the river route. From then on the canal transportation between the south and 
north was all open. It was said the route was “South to the mouth of Yangtze River, north to 
the Datong Bridge and stretched for over three thousand lis.” Food problem was eventually 
resolved. 


Other relocation work was also going on with all intensity. Offices of the central 
government were already built in year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409). Constructions 
in the capital city began in year fifteen of Perpetual Happiness and they lasted for over thirty 
years before it was finished. 


Seeing everything was ready, in year nineteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1421), Zhu Di 
officially issued the order: relocate! 


The former capitals were renamed to Nanjing and Beijing, as the new capital of the Ming 
Empire, was confirmed. From now on the city of Beijing would formally become the capital of 
Ming and it lasted for over two hundred years. But its history didn’t end with the death of 
Ming. On the contrary, it continually existed and grew vibrantly and eventually became one of 


the most influential cities in the world. 


When we promenade on the streets of Beijing, the modern capital city, and look at the 
numerous high rise buildings and the bustling scenes of buzzing traffic, we should not forget 
it was aman named Zhu Di five hundred years ago laid the foundation of everything. 


It should be noted that when Zhu Di was constructing Beijing, he had some rather modern 
ideas. He paid a great deal of attention to the overall planning of the city. He built several 
main roads and some auxiliary roads. He divided the city into well shaped rectangles and 
made strict rules that forbade arbitrary constructions. He also laid a complete sewerage system. 


What we see now, the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, and other well-known 
buildings were all initially built in Zhu Di’s era (later the Qing Dynasty did some renovations). 
What should be specially noted is the Forbidden City. It occupies one hundred seventy 
thousand square meters and required innumerable number of labors and it took twenty years 
to complete. It previously was only a place where emperors lived and ordinary people had 
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absolutely no access. There was also no such thing as visiting by buying a ticket. But that is not 
enough to weaken its status in the history of the world. Now the Forbidden City has become a 
historical treasured jewel of the Chinese people and the pride of every Chinese. 


Undoubtedly, it was Zhu Di’s achievement, which could not be and impossible to be 
denied. 


Worth mentioning is that deciding to relocate was not a smooth sail. It was not welcomed 
by everyone. In fact, very few agreed with Zhu Di’s decision. 


The reason was simple, except the men who followed Zhu Di in the War of Cleansing the 
Court, most of the Court officials had lived most of their lives in the south. Their wives and 
children were in Nanjing. Their drinking buddies and social connections were also there. Who 
would want to follow Zhu Di north to get blown in the wind? 


Coincidentally, soon after the relocation started, a fire broke out in the imperial palace. 
There were also many natural disasters in the country. At the time people called them 
“heavenly disaster”. As matter of course, officials attributed these troubles to the relocation. 


Although Zhu Di was tough on others, he lacked knowledge on natural science. He was 
uneasy and asked his officials for advice so that he could amend his mistakes. 


But he never thought officials would take this opportunity to launch a violent attack on 
him. 

Many officials wrote to explain the perils of relocation. They also indicated that the 
heavenly disasters were the results of the relocation. Among them, manager Xiao Yi’s words 
were the most virulent. According to history records, “Yi’s words are exceedingly critical”. As 
to what he said there are no records. But probably he scolded Zhu Di. Everyone should know 
Zhu Di was not a man who would swallow insults. His response was direct, he just killed Xiao 
Yi. 

That was like poking a wasp’s nest. One should know that bookmen were not to be 
offended. They listened to words of the sages since their childhood and they thought of 


{7 


themselves the students of the sages. “Damn you emperor? I’m not afraid of you 


Thus in a tidal wave, memorials were submitted by many officials. There were also open 
debates outside of the front gate of the palace. Purportedly it was a debate but opinions were 
completely one sided. In actuality it was a meeting to criticize Zhu Di. If it was an average 
emperor, facing oppositions from so many of subordinates, he would probably hesitate. But 
Zhu Di was not an average emperor. He stuck on his idea and hardened his resolution to 
relocate. 


“You all stop arguing. Relocation is my decision and it must be done. I have the final word. 
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Just do what I say!” 
Courage was required for Zhu Di to be able to do this. With opposition being the majority, 


he was not afraid to adhere to his opinion and didn’t yield. In fact, there were merits in the 
opinions of many officials. For example, relocation was costly and would foster corruptions. 
These were all actual facts. But history would prove Zhu Dis decision was correct. 


In history, there often were men of outstanding quality, who were able to see the 
development of events before they became obvious. For example, in his shanty Zhuge Liang 
was able to reason that the world would be divided into three parts. But Zhuge Liang’s 
reasoning didn’t cost anything. Even if his reasoning was wrong, no one would bother to 
trouble him. 


Matters that would invoke troubles are the ones that need choices. In other words, one has 
to sacrifice immediate interests in exchange for long term interests. These choices are usually 
very painful because the immediate interests are what people can see and the long term 
interests are not visible. It’s like you ask people to give up the cash in their hands to follow you 
to dig gold. Gold mines are surely alluring but its actual existence is a big question mark. On 
what basis can you say there is gold? 


One hundred years later, Zhang Ju Zheng, the great reformer, stumbled on this kind of 
choice. Those officials would rather die with what they have got in their hands, than following 
him to tread on that unfamiliar road. 


Zhu Di was this kind of outstanding leader. He was also a leader not afraid of making 
choices. He knew relocating the capital was a big project. It costed time and resources. But he 
accurately determined that the largest threat to the long term stability of Ming was the 
Mongols in the north. To live peacefully in the future, they had to give up the immediate 
interests and relocate to Beijing. Otherwise Ming would not be able to escape from the 
misfortune that doomed the Southern Song. 


Comparing to Zhang Ju Zheng, Zhu Di had an advantage. He was an emperor, a 
headstrong emperor, an emperor who dared to face accusations and did what he wanted to do. 
Thus he was able to adhere to his beliefs and eventually complete the very arduous job of 


relocation. 


Zhu Di’s action evoked opposition from many. Many also asserted it would not work. But 
nineteen years later Yu Qian would not think this way when he stood looking far from the 
parapet of the wall of Beijing. History should be the final judge on the development of events. 
Soon after, it would undoubtedly tell everyone: Zhu Di’s decision was correct. 
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Previously we have said Zhu Di sent two teams to search for Emperor Establishing Civility. 
One team was led by Hu Ying, whose story we have told before. About Hu Ying, very few 
people know about him. This is not surprising, because his job was a secret one and it would 
be no good to widely publicize his work. 


But the fortune of another team was very different. Not only were they well-known at the 
time, their names were also recorded in history and remembered by generations after. That 
was the famous navy of Zheng He and their seven grand voyages to the Western Seas. 


Both were on secret missions but their accomplishments were received so differently. We 


have to ask, why there was such a big difference for these men. 


There were many reasons, such as the size of the teams and their additional missions. But 
in my opinion, the success of such a grand accomplishment should be mostly attributed to the 
commander of the navy, the great Zheng He. 


It’s absolutely not an exaggeration to use the word great on Zheng He, who was not a royal 
and wasn’t born into a noble family. But he created a legend, a legend of Chinese in the ocean, 
through his own effort and wisdom. There had been countless number of nobles and royals 


before Zheng He and there had been many after him, but there was only one Zheng He. 


After Zheng He, no more Zheng He - Liang Qi Chao 
Now let us introduce the momentous and heroic life of the great voyager. 


Zheng He was born in year four of Martial Splendor (AD 1371). His original name was Ma 
San Bao. He was a native of Yunnan. He was smart and curious since his childhood. More 
significantly, he was very much into ocean navigation when he was young. By any account in 
that era of China, sea navigation was not a popular subject of study. In addition, there was not 
a port to sea in Yunnan. Why did Zheng He fall in love with navigation? 


° Liang Qi Chao was one of the intellectuals who advocated reforms in late Qing. 
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This is because Zheng He was a devout Muslim. His grandfather and father were all 
Muslims. In the bottom of all Muslims’ hearts rested their biggest wish, which was to make a 
pilgrimage to Mecca. 


Pilgrimaging to Mecca is the biggest wish of all Muslims in the world. The believers of 
Islam who live in Mecca were lucky because they can pay their tribute at any time. But to 
Zheng He, this was an extremely difficult matter. Mecca is inside the territory of today’s Saudi 
Arabia. Whoever curious about this may want to connect Yunnan and Mecca on the map. 
Multiplying the distance by the scale, one should know the actual distance. However his 
family’s financial situation was not that bad. His grandfather and father both had been Mecca. 
When Zheng He was young, his father often told him the exotic people and stories that were 
thousands of lis away and in foreign lands during his long ocean voyages and travels on land 
in his pilgrimage. 

It was this that differentiated the young Zheng He from the other children of his age. He 
didn’t sit before a desk to recite the words of the sages day after day, wishing to obtain an 
office in the future. Rather he exercised and studied navigation and other related matters. 
Because in his heart there was such a belief that someday he would ride the waves and make a 
pilgrimage to Mecca. 


If his life went on like that, maybe after a dozen of years, he would be able to fulfill his 
wish and accomplish the lifelong desire of a follower of Islam, then live peacefully thereafter. 


But some people were destined to not lead their lives like ordinary people. Great missions 
and deeds seemed to be destined to be accomplished by these men chosen by Heaven, albeit 
sometimes in very cruel ways. 


In year fourteen of Martial Splendor (AD 1381), Fu You De and Lan Yu, on Zhu Yuan 
Zhang’s order, launched an expedition to Yunnan. The Ming army was unstoppable and it 
took them only half a year to take the entire territory of Yunnan. It was this expedition that 
changed Zheng He’s destiny. By the way, in this battle, Qi Xiang, a Ming general, died in 
action. His death acquired a hereditary military position for his family and changed the 
fortune of his family. Thereafter his descendants were all in military. This Qi Xiang was a 
mediocre general. The reason he is mentioned here was because he had a very outstanding 
descendant, Qi Ji Guang. 


History is really enigmatic. 


To the Ming government and Zhu Yuan Zhang, this was just one of the many expeditions. 
But to Zheng He, this expedition was the turning point of his life. It was a baneful and 
unknown turning point. 
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After the battle, many children became prisoners. If they were taken just as prisoners, put 
them in hard labor would not be a big deal. But, at the time, to child prisoners there was an 
extremely cruel custom, castration. 


The purpose of the custom doesn’t need explanation and it’s too painful to say more about 
it. The eleven year old Ma San Bao was one of those unfortunate children. 


It’s not hard for us to imagine the misery of Ma San Bao. Innumerable number of dreams 
seemed to have left him. But many times history has told us that the start of a tragedy is also 
the beginning of a glory. 

Tragedy or glory, it’s all up to you, it’s about your strength. 


Thereafter the eleven year old youth began to follow the Ming army on expeditions. In the 
snow in the north and the yellow sand in the vast deserts, there were his footsteps everywhere. 
At his age, he should have played and frolicked at home, but suddenly he became someone in 
a war, rushing in the blood streaming and dead body strewn battlefields. Swords and spears 
replaced wooden horses and play dolls. In the army camp, no one would treat him as a child 
and no one would care and protect him. In war, no one could ensure he would still be alive the 
next day. The only one who could take care of him was himself. 


But how could an eleven year old take care of himself? 


We cannot imagine how many hardships Ma San Bao in those years had experienced and 
how many times he had escaped from death. What we know is the miserable experiences 
didn’t extinguish the hope and belief in his heart. He tenaciously kept himself alive and 
eventually became the great Zheng He. 


Summarizing the childhood experiences of the famous people in history (such as Zhu Yuan 
Zhang), we can assert it’s really not a bad thing for one to suffer many hardships in his 
childhood. 


After five years of vagrant life, he met a man that would impact the rest of his life. The man 
was Zhu Di. 


At the time Zhu Di was the Prince of Yan. In one glance he took note of the reticent but 
confident youth and selected him as one of his personal guards. From then on Ma San Bao 
followed around Zhu Di and became his confidant. 


Gold would shine wherever it is found. Ma San Bao was a man destined to make big 
achievements. In the War of Cleansing the Court, he followed Zhu Di to the desperate fights 
and made great contributions. We have previously described that in the Battle of the Village of 
Zhengba, it was his advice, adopted by Zhu Di, allowed Zhu Di to destroy Li Jing Long’s 
seven camps in succession and routed the southern army. 
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From then on Zhu Di had a fresh view of this personal guard of his. In year one of 
Perpetual Happiness (AD 1403), after Zhu Di taking the throne, he immediately conferred Ma 
San Bao the position of the head of the eunuchs of the Inner Palace, which was the highest post 
in the Inner Palace. In year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), Zhu Di conferred even 
greater honor to him by bestowing him the surname “Zheng”. Thereafter, he changed his 
name to Zheng He, a name that was destined to shine in history. 


It should be noted that in Ming it was considered an honor higher than anything else if one 
was bestowed a surname by the emperor. Later when Zheng Cheng Gong was given the name 
by his emperor, he took it as the greatest honor of his life. His men also called him “Master of 
National Name”. From this it can be seen Zhu Di’s high regard to Zheng He. 


It’s not rare that, when Heaven puts you through suffering, He will reward you with more. 
Zheng He was highly entrusted by Zhu Di and became a central figure in the Court. As an 
official of Zhu Di’s, he already got the honor that others couldn’t even dare to dream about. 
Probably Zheng He should be satisfied. 


But fate seemed to set on making him a legend and let his name be remembered in history. 
Even greater missions and honors were about to befall on his head. Even greater undertaking 
was waiting for him to carry on. 


Out to the sea 


Zhu Di had even more profound reasons when he sent Zheng He out to sea. In addition to 
searching for the former emperor, Zheng He was also assigned the mission to show Ming’s 
might and generosity to the world. That was probably the ancient heritage of China. In 
powerful and prosperous dynasties, there were always such acts. For example, via the Silk 
Road that stretched from the east to the west in the Han Dynasty and in Tang Dynasty, many 
developing and under developed nations sent students to our country to learn advanced 
science, technology, and culture. These were all manifestations of this heritage. 


Make China strong so that the world would look up at us. It was probably the greatest 
dream of all the emperors. There had not been many territorial demands in China’s history. 
That was because we always thought highly of ourselves. We were the highly civilized 
heavenly blessed country and we had everything, why did we have to rob others of their rags. 


But just as the saying that brilliance would always have its day to shine, there was no way 
to conceal the radiance of the strong China in the east. When her advancement and civilization 


were recognized by the world, the time to show her might would come naturally. 


Fairly speaking, when China was strong, due to the expansion of her influence, there were 
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also territorial disputes and wars with foreign nations (such as the war between Tang and the 
Arabs), as well as invasions to her neighbors (such as the Korean War)°. But overall, China’s 
foreign policy was relatively enlightening. We generously gave aide to foreigners and 
disseminate the scientific and culture achievements to everywhere in the world. The Four 


Great Inventions was the best example. 


Overall, we can use four words to describe the Chinese heritage and policies in her 


generosity to foreigners: 
Win by moral rectitude. 


Now China was once again a powerful and prosperous country. After long periods of wars 
and recovery, as well as the industrious cultivation and labors of several model-worker 
emperors, the vast territory of China had truly become a peaceful and prosperous land. People 
lived and worked in contentment. There were ample crop and money reserves. It was time to 
do something. 


What are out there around the huge country of ours? That was the question that interested 
every strong dynasty. Ming was a strong dynasty. The land around Ming had been explored 
by the heroes in the peak times in Han and Tang dynasties. Relatively speaking, the long coast 
lines of the empire evoked more imaginations. What kind of a world was there at the other 
side of the vast ocean? 


The first that came in sight was the Western Seas. It’s necessary to note that the term 
Western Seas had a different meaning from today. At the time the Western Seas was actually 
the present day South China Sea. Although previous dynasties also sent ships voyaging to this 
region, those were isolated actions and didn’t generate much impact. People didn’t have a 
clear idea about what was there across the ocean. But now, Zhu Di, the ruler of the powerful 
Ming was a man different from others. He was thought as one of the few brilliant monarchs 
not because he was merciful or gentle, but because he did many things never done before by 
anyone in history. 

Now, Zhu Di assigned the mission that had never been done in history to Zheng He to 


accomplish. It was an honor, as well as a great trust. 


Regardless how one looked at it, Zheng He was the best choice. He not only had a wealth 
of knowledge in ocean voyages, he also was experienced in wars and well trained in military 
matters. He was tenacious and resolute. Finally, in the Western Seas, countries that lied in his 


destinations there were many followers of Islam, and Zheng He himself was a devout Muslim. 


By and large this was just a sea voyaging mission, why was it necessary to send a well- 


° This refers to the war fought between Tang and Korea, not the modern Korean War. 
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rounded person like Zheng He? But reality showed that what was facing Zheng He in this 
voyage was not just the ocean. 


History would remember this day, on June 15 of year three of Perpetual Happiness (July 11, 
AD 1405), Zheng He set sail from the Five Tiger Gate in Fujian, which started the greatest sea 
expedition in China’s history. Zheng He stood at the bow and looked at the huge fleet and the 


vast ocean in front of him. 


He understood the mission and his responsibility in this voyage. But he didn’t know at the 
moment that he was making history, which would forever be lauded by posterity. 


Excitements filled his heart. The big ocean that he longed for since childhood was now in 


front of him and waiting for him to conquer! A great journey was about to begin. 


Raise the sail! 


An armada 


We have always used the word navy to call Zheng He’s fleet. It seems to be a little 
exaggerated. How can a fleet on a diplomatic and search mission be called a navy? But after 
you read the descriptions below, I am convinced that you will agree that except the word navy, 
there is no other word to describe his fleet. 


Thanks to the old warlord Chen You Liang, Zhu Yuan Zhang paid a great deal of attentions 
to ship building technologies. It was not surprising, for Old Zhu suffered much loss in naval 
battles against Old Chen. He almost lost his life. Under his encouragement, there were great 
advancements in Ming’s ship building technology. According to history records, the biggest 
ships among Zhen He’s ships were called Precious Ships. How big were the ships? “The big 
ones are forty four zhangs and four chis in length and eighteen zhangs in width. The medium 
ones are thirty seven zhangs in length and fifteen zhangs in width’.” Readers may do a 
calculation. On the length, Zheng He could sponsor an Olympic game. It was definitely not a 
problem to set up a one hundred meter track on board. 


Sails mounted on the ship were not the single sail we see on TV. It had mind boggling 
twelve sails! Its anchor and rudder were also humongous. It would need hundreds of people 
synchronized by oral commands to move the rudder. In 1950s in Nanjing there had been an 
excavation of a ruin of a Ming Precious Ship building site. There a wooden pole was found. It 
measured eleven meters in length. It begged the question, what part of the ship was the pole 
installed on? 


7 As we may have noted before, zhang and chi were units of length in ancient China. A zhang was ten chis and a chi was 
about ten centimeters. 
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When the result of the appraisal came out, it shocked everyone. The pole was not the mast, 
as people thought, but rather the rudder pole! 


If you don’t have an idea about it, I can explain it here. Everyone knows what a mast is. 
The rudder pole is nothing but a lever for controlling the rudder. Through some calculation, 
the height of the rudder connected to the pole had a height of about six meters. That is 
equivalent to saying that the ship’s rudder was as high as a three story building! 


It was an aircraft carrier. It was truly an aircraft carrier. 


This type of Precious Ship was the main ship, that is, what we usually call the flag ship, of 
Zheng He’s navy. In addition, there were horse ships designed for transporting goods, battle 
ships for combat, supply ships for carrying food, and water boats for ferrying people among 
the ships. 


This was the navy led by Zheng He. It deserved being called a navy. 


That was about Zheng He’s fleet. How many people did he take with him on the voyage to 
the Western Seas? 


“Rank and file numbered more than twenty seven thousand and eight hundred men.” 


Honestly speaking, by this number, no matter what the fleet didn’t seem like one on a 
search or diplomatic mission. It would rather be suspicious that it was not out looking for a 
fight. But reality told us that this was indeed a friendly fleet. Wherever it went, there was no 
war and blood. There was only peace and friendship. 


Strong but not bullying, powerful but not domineering, that is the style and comportment 
of a great nation and great people. 


Zheng He’s fleet sailed southward and first arrived at Zhancheng®. Then he continued 
south from Zhancheng and half a month later arrived at Java (Java in today’s Indonesia), 
which was a stronghold at the Malacca Strait. To sail to African through the strait, one must go 
through Java, which was also a densely populated region and rich in produces. Naturally at 
the time there was not a unified Indonesia government. Even today, we are still not certain 
about the racial composition of the government on the island. 


After Zheng He’s fleet arrived at the area, he planned to continue southward. But a tragedy 
occurred and the fleet’s voyage was put on hold. Zheng He would face the first tough test of 
his life in ocean voyages. 


This is what happened, at the time there were two kings ruling Java and they fought 
against each other. According to history records, they were the East King and the West King. 


* Located in present day middle Vietnam. 
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As to who they really were, it was a messy business. Anyway, the West King defeated the East 
King. After the East King was defeated, his country was destroyed. The West King was bent 
on taking revenge. Just at this time, Zheng He’s fleet was passing the East King’s territory. The 
West King’s men were hot on killing and didn’t pay much attention. They killed more than a 


hundred seventy of the crew who went on land. 


When Zheng He learned about the news, he was very surprised. When his soldiers heard 
that the forces of the tiny place even dared to kill men from the Great Ming, they were 
outraged and excited. They ran to Zheng He, with tear in their eyes, demanded to finish that 
so-called West King and send him to heaven to be a true king. 


Zheng He calmly looked at the men around him. He understood that the enraged men 
didn’t take action to attack Java simply because they hadn’t received the order from him. 


Zheng He knew the crewmen who got killed. They laboriously followed him to sail to the 
Western Sea to accomplish a mission, not to sacrifice their lives. Zheng He was also very angry 
that these innocent men were killed. He had every reason to attack the so-called West King. 
No doubt, it would be a war without suspense. His force was equipped with advanced 
weapons such as cannon and firearms. His opponents were just some of the locals. If he issued 
the order, his fleet would win an easy victory and would avenge the death of the crewmen. 


But he didn’t issue such an order. 


He calmly looked at the excited men and told them they must not enter a war because they 
had an even greater mission to accomplish. 


A peaceful mission 


If we fight now, we can certainly win. But that will divert our original plan to the Western 
Seas and also will delay our schedule. Even worse, if the news of Java’s defeat spreads to the 
Western Seas regions, countries will be doubtful of our intentions and we won't be able to 
accomplish our mission. 


Having said that, Zheng He dismissed the arguments from others and stopped the reckless 
actions of his men. He sent his envoy to the West King to deal with this matter. 


Zheng He was really an extraordinary man. Keeping in mind the greater purpose, he was 
able to keep calm and suppressed his anger with overwhelming force at hand, which required 


extraordinary self-control! In fact, Zheng He’s decision was not cowardice but a wise one. 
Zheng He had to face self-restraint, but the West King faced fear, an extremely terrible fear. 


Upon learning that his men killed the crewmen sent here from the Great Ming, he was 
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terrified out of his wits. He immediately sent an envoy to see Zheng He and repeatedly 
explained it was a misunderstanding. He worried it might still be not enough, so he at once 
put men on a boat to China to apologize for the error. That was not necessarily an indication 
that he was regretful and contrite, but he understood Ming was so strong that it would be as 


easy as nipping an ant if Ming wanted to annihilate him. 


Once Zhu Di learned about this, he praised Zheng He’s decision to maintain the big picture. 
He also severely admonished the ambassador of the West King and demanded reparation of 
sixty thousand taels of gold (itt was a rather hefty price for the compensation). Two years later 
the West King sent men with the reparation. There were only ten thousand taels of gold. That 
was not because they dared to rescind, it was really because in this small island even if they 
dug three feet deep they would not be able to find sixty thousand taels of gold. 


We are out of our means. This is all we have. You do what you have to do to us. 


When the West King’s ambassador, trembling, presented the gold, he got an unexpected 
reply. Zhu Di clearly told him, I knew early on that you won’t be able to collect that much. I 
asked you to compensate in gold to let you understand the crime you’ve committed. Do I 
really need that bit of gold? 


Such a gesture by Zhu Di completely subdued Java. Thereafter they voluntarily paid 
tribute to China every year. 


In this incident, Zheng He fully exhibited his calm reasoning and accurate judgement. It 
also showed that Zhu Di’s uncanny ability in identifying talent. 


After this crisis, Zheng He’s fleet sailed all the way south through Sumatra, Ceylon and 
other places. On the way they contacted and traded with the nations in the Western Seas, 
which also sent ambassadors to sail with Zheng He’s fleet, in preparation to go to China to pay 
tribute to Emperor Perpetual Happiness. 


With the goods obtained through trade and the ambassadors of various countries, Zheng 
He finally arrived at the destination of this voyage, Guri. 


Guri was today’s Kazhakkoottam in India, which is located at the southwestern tip of the 
Indian peninsula. This place was an important hub. Early in the Martial Splendor era, Zhu 
Yuan Zhang had sent envoys here. But Zheng He came here with another important mission. 


Because the rulers had many times sent ambassadors to China to pay tribute and declared 
the country being a China’s vassal state, in year three of Perpetual Happiness, Ming’s 
Grandfather of Great Deeds issued a decree to officially confer the title of king to him, also 
vouchsafed were the seals and proclamations. Of course people of Guri didn’t necessarily use 
seals the way like Chinese used, but if it was to confer a king, there must be some sort of a 
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token ceremony. 


But with the decree written, it was not that easy to deliver it because the fellow who just 
got bestowed was still in India. Thus this time Zheng He came to Guri and brought the decree 
with him. He held the decree and on behalf of the Emperor of the Great Ming, officially 
conferred the local ruler the King of Guri. Thereafter the relationship between the two 
countries became even closer and in Zheng He’s future voyages to the Western Seas, he always 
used this hub as a foothold. 


After taking care of this main business, Zheng He started preparing the return voyage. 
Now it was already more than a year since he started his voyage. He reviewed all the 
encounters in this journey and was full of emotions. After numerous incidents, he finally came 
to the country named Guri and accomplished his final mission. 


Here there were rich produces and beautiful sceneries. People were kind, generous, 
friendly, and warm-hearted. All these left great impressions on Zheng He. 


Well, why don’t we have a memorial? 


Together with his men and the locals, he built a stele pavilion. On it the following words 
were engraved to commemorate this history: 
Such nation is over one hundred thousand lis from China. Its people and nature are gentle. Its sunshine 


and sky are of the same gentleness. This stone is engraved and erected here to be seen for eternity. 


This was a historical milestone. 


Zheng He’s fleet started the return voyage. In the wind Zheng He stood onboard the ship 
and looked at the receding coastline of Guri. This is a beautiful place, we will come back! 


Perhaps it was the fate. Zheng He would never have thought that the beautiful Guri was 
not only the final destination of his first voyage, but also the final destination of his legendary 
life. 


Thus the first voyage was completed. The mighty fleet sailed back to China. But Heaven 
didn’t seem to want to let Zheng He return to his motherland in a so uneventful way. He had 
already set up the final obstacle for the men who were eager to return home. To Zheng He and 
his fleet, this was a true test, a test about life and death. 


Since ancient time, the critical junctions of roads were never safe places. Those who fed 
themselves on nature found that it was more profitable by feeding on the roads. Thus on land 
there were trolls and in the ocean there were pirates. But on both land and in the sea, their 


opening introduction and slogan were all the same. If you want to go pass here pay your tolls. 


By common sense Zheng He’s fleet shouldn’t seem to be bothered by the harassment. But it 


was not because the pirates were moved by the peaceful mission of the fleet, but rather the 
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menace of the military strength. 


Even the most aggressive bandits would have to consider the cost of the robbery. Ones like 
Zheng He, who had tens of thousands of men with firearms parading through and cannon 
mounted on the aircraft carriers, were not someone easy to reckon with. 


Even the most audacious Vikings wouldn’t dare to take on the Spanish Armada. Before 
committing to the raid, one needed to take a good measure of himself. That was the principle 
taken to their hearts by many smart pirates in the past and present, foreign and domestic. 


But in this world, if there are smart robbers then there must be stupid robbers. There is no 
shortage of men, hot headed and misguided by situation, and with a handgun, to dare to rob a 


tank. The hot headed fellow we’ll introduce below was such a man. 


The man’s name was Chen Zu Yi. He was readying himself to start the biggest robbery of 
his life. 


Of course, it was also his last. 


Chen Zu Yi was a native of Chaozhou in Guangdong. In the years of Martial Splendor he 
committed crimes and then fled to overseas. There was no Interpol at the time and there was 
also no extradition agreement, thus he was forgotten. Later, he fled to the Nation of Bolinbang 
in Srivijaya (now part of Indonesia). He became a general under King Manazhewuli. 


Very impressive. This Chen Zu Yi was nothing but a runaway criminal. He wasn’t known 
for having held any official position. At most he was a village head. At Bolinbang (I am very 
sorry, I really don’t know where is its present location), he became a major official. China was 
rather a place of talents. 

There was something more impressive. After the king was dead, he collected some pirates 
and declared himself king. Thus this Chen Zu Yi became the King of Bolinbang. 

That was Mr. Chen Zu Yi’s success story. It probably couldn’t be taken as winning glory for 
his country. 

Once Chen Zu Yi got his soldiers (pirates), he often took up his old vocation, robbery, in 
seas around the Malacca Strait. That was not extraordinary, his men were pirates and if pirates 
didn’t go for raids, what else could they do? The countries in the area suffered but because 
they were small and weak, they couldn’t do anything against Chen Zu Yi. 


As such, Chen Zu Yi became bolder and greedier. Gradually he turned more to raid bigger 
ships and merchant ships. He ran unchecked for many years, until he met Zheng He. 


When Zheng He’s mighty fleet sailed to Srivijaya, he bumped into Chen Zu Yi. Zheng He 
already knew this man and thus prepared for battle. But Chen Zu Yi made a decision that no 
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one expected. 
He decided to surrender to Zheng He. 
It should be noted that although Chen Zu Yi was greedy, he was definitely not a madman. 


It was not easy for him to climb up to the position of a king (actually it was just a small tribe). 
Seeing those leviathan battle ships and the dark cannon holes, any clear headed man would 
not want to become a worthless victim. 


But pirates were still pirates. Chen Zu Yi’s surrender was just expediency. The treasures on 
Zheng He’s ships were the greatest lure. To Chen Zu Yi, if he made out from this one, he 
would never have to worry about feeding and clothing himself for the rest of his life. 


But how to do it? It wouldn’t do if he attacked head on. He had to get it done by outwitting 
his enemy. 


Chen Zu Yi decided to feign surrender to let Zheng He’s guard down and then call up 
large number of pirates to raid Zheng He’s flag ship by taking the opportunity when the 
government troops were not ready. Once they took control of the command post, they would 
be able to disrupt Ming troop’s formation and destroy each ship one by one. 


That seemed to be a sound plan. With Chen Zu Yi’s strength, he could only choose such a 
plan. After some careful planning, he confidently began the preparation for the raid. 


To Chen Zu Yi, Zheng He was just a lamb, a fat lamb who would bring him great amount 
of wealth. 


I’m soon going to be rich. 


To complete this raid, Chen Zu Yi looked for accomplices everywhere. He was able to scrap 
up over five thousand men and more than twenty ships. Thus with confidence, he led his men 
to get close to the Ming ships and was ready to deliver a sudden blow. 


As expected by Chen Zu Yi, nothing could be seen from the Ming ships and even the 
sentries were fewer than usual. Chen Zu Yi was ecstatic and ordered his pirates to launch the 
attack. But just at that moment, battle cries were heard from the Ming fleet. Guns roared and 
Chen Zu Yi’s fleet were divided and surrounded and became the target of the cannon. Before 
the sweet dreams were even over the shocked pirates were sent to the underworld. 


Chen Zu Yi finally saw he had fallen into a trap set up by the Ming navy. Everything 
would be over. 


The well trained Ming navy taught the undisciplined pirates a training lesson. They 
quickly finished the battle. All five thousand pirates were defeated. More than a dozen ships 
were sunk and many were captured. Chen Zu Yi, the organizer of this operation was captured. 
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Chen Zu Yi could not even dream that the amicable Zheng He, who accepted his surrender, 
suddenly changed from a fat lamb to a ferocious tiger. He felt he had been taken. 


Actually, being confident, as well as not knowing what kind of a person Zheng He was, 
made Chen Zu Yi believe that he would have a certain victory. 


Maybe Chen Zu Yi had lived too long in Srivijaya. He even became the tribe leader. Being 
admired by a bunch of people, he thought highly of himself. Actually the result could be 
determined from the origins of the two. Chen Zu Yi was just an ordinary criminal who 
escaped because he wasn’t able to continue to live in China. But Zheng He was the best among 


thousands. 


For a long time Chen Zu Yi led his pirates to attack ships. At most he commanded 
thousands and got not much resistance. He naively thought combat was just as simple as those. 
The one named Zheng He would certainly be defeated by him. 


But Zheng He joined the army since eleven years old and was very experienced in military 
affairs. Under Zhu Di he had been in hundreds of battles and all of them were big battles 
involving hundreds of thousands of men. He also had battled against the best generals at the 
time, Tie Xuan, Sheng Yong, and Ping An. Those super ferocious men couldn’t do anything 


about him, not to mention the little pirate Chen Zu Yi. 


Chen Zu Yi’s tricks couldn’t fool Zheng He, who didn’t immediately expose them because 
he wanted to take advantage of it and set up an even better trap for Chen Zu Yi to jump in, to 
allow Chen Zu Yi to get all the pirates around the area here and bag them all. In addition, to 
Zheng He, it was very necessary to capture Chen Zu Yi alive because the man would be useful 
in the future. As to what kind of use, we will describe later. 


After getting rid of those pirates, Zheng He continued to sail to the motherland. In 
September of year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407), Zheng He accomplished his mission 


with honor and returned to the capital. He was warmly welcomed and received by Zhu Di. 


Now, Chen Zu Yi became a useful man. Because he was originally an escapee and pirate, to 
commemorate the accomplishment of this voyage and the success in removing the pirates, Zhu 
Di ordered to execute Chen Zu Yi in front of the ambassadors from the other nations. He was 
beheaded to warn others. On this note, Chen Zu Yi more or less contributed to the propaganda 
business. 


Although in this historical voyage the former emperor was not found, a large number of 
ambassadors from the Western Seas nations were brought in. The ambassadors witnessed the 
strength and prosperity of Great Ming and they showed their admiration. They paid their 
tributes to Ming in droves. Zhu Di also savored in becoming the ruler of all nations. 
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It’s really good that my country is strong, I feel really good about it. 


Zhu Di also learned from them the tradition and custom of those remote countries. He also 
learned that in even more remote places, there were peoples of very dark skins and their 


mysteries nations. 


That was a very interesting thing. Not only could they visit the world that was not known 
before, but also could spread the powerful name of Ming to oceans away. On the way some 
trade could be done, so why not do it. Although it would cost a little more for these voyages, 
but Ming could afford it. Well, we have the money. 


Thus fully backed by Zhu Di, Zheng He continued his voyages. After that, he sailed to the 
Western Seas for five times in September of year five (AD 1407), September of year seven (AD 
1409), winter of year eleven (AD 1413), winter of year fifteen (AD 1417), and spring of year 
nineteen (AD 1421) of Perpetual Happiness. 


The five voyages were basically the same as the first one except the routes, destinations, 
and encounters were different, thus we don’t need to describe each in detail. 


The main purpose of the five voyages to the Western Seas had changed to peaceful 
exchanges and trades at government levels. Of course he and his fleet also did a few minor 
things in these voyages, for example: 


Mediated conflicts among nations and maintained world peace (Siam and Sumatra); 
Put in order those nations (Ceylon) who committed piracy and didn’t follow orders. Took 
the king to China and put him in prison (awesome); 


Brought kings of other countries to tour China (the delegation from Sulu, led by the king 
himself, totaling more than three hundred forty, returned after being dined and wined for over 
a month); 

Brought back animals, kirins (later proved to be giraffes), which had been admired by 
Chinese for thousands of years (with this summary, it doesn’t seem these are trivial matters). 


With Zheng He’s effort, the nations of the Western Seas established good relationships with 
Ming. Although their customs were different and strengths differ greatly, the open Great Ming 
didn’t treat these nations differently. She completely won these nations’ hearts by her civility 
and magnanimity. 

The China ruled by the Great Ming didn’t mount loud speakers on their ships to advertise 
that they came for peace and friendship, like those westerners, who had the Bible in their 
hands, on a few small boats, and shouted that they came to spread the Gospels. 


Zheng He’s fleet brought over abundant trade goods and aids (some nations were indeed 
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very poor). His fleet never initiated attacks. Even their defenses were measured (for example, 
the King of Ceylon was later released and sent back). They never bullied anyone (despite their 
strength). People of all the Western Seas nations, regardless of race or wealth, were all able to 
see the sincere smiles on the faces of these strangers. They understood that these people were 
friendly givers. 


But the western adventurers, after an initial shock, discovered that these countries, despite 
plenty of wealth, lacked strong military power. Thus they employed all possible violent means, 
killings, and ravages, to just rob the properties that belonged to the natives. 


A well-known South African politician once said. When westerners came to us, they had 
bibles in their hands and we had gold in our hands. Later, they had gold in their hands and we 
had bibles in our hands. 


That was a very poignant appraisal. On the westerners, the natives knew that these men 
were the evil robbers. 


Even when they were eventually subdued by the westerners, they would never stop their 
resistance. They would struggle for their day of freedom because the barbarous and tyrannical 
conquest could not last. 


It’s very clear who was right and who was wrong. 


One old saying can be aptly applied here: Believe the masses, whose eyes are bright and 
clear. 


Thus I am still going to repeat that statement: Win on moral rectitude. It’s not a joke. Don’t 
you see that today some superpower shouts over east and west, fights north and south? She is 


showing her might but she is always in trouble. There are resistances everywhere. 
Violence can provide support for solving problems, but it can never solve problems. 


It was not a simple matter that, at the time Ming, the most powerful state in the world, with 
overwhelming military strength, could treat those small nations on equal terms and respected 
their sovereignty and territorial integrity and not committing plunder. 


She did not conqueror by force. She conquered almost all the nations on her voyage by her 
genuine friendship. 


This kind of conquest was the conquest of the hearts. It existed in everyone’s heart. When 
the mighty fleet came, people didn’t hide but rather came out in droves to welcome these 
guests from far away. 


To me, that was the true conquest. 


Besides fulfilling diplomatic missions, Zheng He also successfully created new routes. He 
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discovered that by going through Guri of India (present day Kazhakkoottam) and Liushan 
(present day Maldives), he could evade the storm regions and arrive at the coasts of the Red 
Sea of Arabian Peninsula and eastern African countries. That was a remarkable achievement. 


In previous six voyages, Zheng He’s fleet reached as far as the east coast of Africa and left 
their trails. They visited many countries, including today’s Somali, Mozambique, Kenya, etc. 
Those were also the farthest places traveled by ancient Chinese. 


Readers may have noticed that in above I have described the stories of only the six voyages 
of Zheng He to the Western Seas, but I omitted the seventh voyage. That was not an omission. 
It’s rather because the seventh voyage had a very special meaning to Zheng He. In this voyage, 
he finally realized the greatest dream in his heart. 


The previous six voyages were certainly unforgettable to Zheng He. But he was never able 
to fulfill his lifelong wish, a pilgrimage to Mecca. That lingered in his heart. But he was 
convinced that as long as he continued his voyages to the Western Seas, he would have his 
opportunity. 

But a sad piece of news dealt a heavy blow to him. In year twenty two of Perpetual 
Happiness (AD 1424), Zhu Di, his most staunch supporter of the voyages, died. Everyone was 
busy on struggling for power and no one had the time to mind the sexagenarian, a white 
haired old man and his unrealistic grand sea voyages. 


Zheng He was ignored. All of a sudden he became someone noticed by none and useless. 


What waited for him was probably only retirement. 


The dream from youth still hadn’t been realized. Emperor Perpetual Happiness died, 
would the voyages thus end? 


Heaven eventually didn’t strike this old man who had led a rough life. He gave Zheng He 
the chance to realize his dream. 


In year five of Glorifying Virtue (AD 1430), Emperor Zhu Zhan Ji suddenly ordered men to 
find Zheng He and personally received him. He told him: Organize a voyage at once, go sail 
again! 

Now it had been seven years since the last voyage and many preparations had to be redone. 
The work was hard but Zheng He was very much excited. He thought the new emperor would 


continue the wish of the former emperor and continue to sail to the Western Seas. 


Reality showed that Zheng He was really too naive. To Zhu Zhan Ji, there was another 
purpose for this voyage and it was not just an expedience. It was not the start of a new round 
of voyages, but rather an end. 


Why did Zhu Zhan Ji want to restart the voyages? I refer to a section in his imperial decree 
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for everyone to see. Then it'll be clear. Here is the copy: 


Iam succeeding the throne from the Great Grandfather His Supreme Emperor (everyone is familiar with 
this one), the Grandfather His Worldly Emperor (Zhu Di, his grandfather), and the Benevolent Father 
His Enlightening Emperor (Zhu Gao Chi, his dad). I rule the countries around the world. I embody the 
ultimate mercy from my ancestors and I bring peace to my people. I am issuing the proclamation to the 
world to declare the title of my reign as Glorifying Virtue. All should conform to the new order. You 
remote countries are far out abroad and do not know this. Now I am sending my envoy Eunuch Zheng 
He, Wang Jing Hong, and others with this decree to inform you. I ask you to obey the will of Heaven, help 
and assembly your people to share together the peaceful blessing. 

Now you see, having taken care of his own uncle (which will be described later in detail) 
and several years later, the newly installed emperor had his throne solidified and finally came 
up to the idea of ruling the countries of the world. But the problem was that the countries were 
too far and there were no highways to them. If you wanted them to pay tribute to you, you 
had to inform them first. After some deliberation, he had to recall Zheng He. His purpose was 
very clear: tell everyone, emperors take their turns and now it’s me, Zhu Zhan Ji’s turn. 

Regardless of Zhu Zhan Ji’s motivation, for the time being Zheng He was fortunate. He 
finally came out of from being shunned by others and got the opportunity to realize his dream 
since childhood. 

As a subject of the emperor, Zheng He’s top job was to complete the task assigned to him 
by the state. He had to bury his burning wish in his heart. He had been waiting since just being 
a boy of a few years old to being a pentagenarian. Now it was time. 

In December of year six of Glorifying Virtue (AD 1430), Zheng He set sail again. Looking at 
those subordinates and old crewmen who had followed him for over twenty years and 
recalling the grand occasion of the first voyage, he was full of emotions. After so much turmoil, 
now he finally got the chance to realize his dream! 

Looking back and the receding and fading coastline, he was both pensive and joyful. Once 
again he was leaving his country and going to other countries, just like the previous six times. 

But Zheng He couldn’t have thought that this would be the last glance he threw to his 
country. He would never come back. 


The final home 


Zheng He’s fleet sailed through the Malacca Strait and sent the news to all the countries. 
Then it sailed through the Bab el-Mandeb and northward along the Red Sea to Mecca, the 
place that Zheng He had been thinking about for decades. 


There are three Islamic holy sites. They are Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem. Among them, 
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Mecca is the first holy site. The great Mohammed created Islam here. The greatest honor for a 
Muslim is to pay a pilgrimage here. 

Regardless of your ethnicity, birth, and regardless if you come by boat, carriage, or foot, as 
long as you are a Muslim, as long as there is a slim possibility, you must come to here, to 
reveal your heart to Kaaba and Allah. 


Zheng He finally came to this place. Although he was an excellent voyager, although he 
was a man who created history, for the time being, he was simply an ordinary and devout 
Muslim. 


He finally came to the place he had been dreaming about. He finally touched the sacred 
Kaaba. He finally realized his dream. 


This was a pilgrimage that took over fifty years. Fifty years ago, the dream began. Fifty 


years later, the dream was realized. That was the trail of Zheng He’s legendary life. 


From a happy babyhood to a miserable childhood, to the tumultuous adulthood, now he 
was an old man with the last flickers of his life. He had been in brutal combats, deceitful 
intrigues, and the tempestuous stormy vast oceans. He lived out all those perils and 
tribulations. 


I have realized my dream and I want nothing else. 


After the pilgrimage, the fleet began its return voyage. Mission accomplished and dream 
realized. It was time to go home. 


But Zheng He could no longer return. 


Prolonged life at sea seemed to have burned out all of his energy. On the return voyage, he 
eventually fell and remained ill. When the ships arrived at Guri, the final destination of Zheng 
He’s first voyage, Zheng He’s life finally reached to the end. 


The great voyager Zheng He thus ended his life. Because of his suffering in his childhood, 
he didn’t have a family and leave any children. But that didn’t stop him from becoming a great 
man who would be remembered by posterity. 


Through trials and tribulations, life and death, he eventually made a great accomplishment 
in China’s and world’s history. He led a giant fleet and sailed to the Western Seas seven times, 
which promoted the peaceful exchanges between Ming and countries in Southeast Asia, India, 
and Africa, as well as revealed the true face of a strong and open nation. 


Although his personal life was tragic and he wasn’t able to experience the joy between a 
husband and a wife and a parent with his children, with his deed he left us a legend, a legend 
of Chinese at sea. 
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Zheng He, who created the legend, was a hero, a true hero. Our country and our people are 
proud of him. 


Guri became Zheng He’s final destination. It seemed to be the will of Heaven. More than 
twenty years ago, after arriving here, being high in spirit, he erected the stele with the bold 
statement. This stone is engraved and erected here to be seen for eternity. Twenty years later, he 
ended his legendary life here with satisfaction and content. Zheng He, look again at the 


mysterious and deep ocean. There lies your real home and you belong to there forever. 


People of Guri never saw another fleet from the Great Ming. After Zheng He, no more 
Zheng He. 


More than sixty years later, a fleet of four ships came to Guri again. The leader of the fleet 


was Vasco da Gama. 


Once on shore, the first thing the Portuguese did was to search for so-called treasures 
everywhere. When they learned that this place produces abundant spices and silk, they were 
ecstatic. They were about to become rich. 


After discovering the place that meant rich and wealth, Gama was very proud. Thus he 
erected a pole in Kazhakkoottam. In his words, the pole symbolized Portuguese sovereignty. 


What kind of logic was that, proclaiming his sovereignty on someone else’s land? But 
actually it didn’t sound strange, this Vasco da Gama erected similar marking poles at all the 
places he had been. Declaring their so-called sovereignty by building and erecting at will, that 


was the logic of the western colonist. 


Disguising himself as an adventure, the colonist never knew sixty years ago, there was a 
man named Zheng He, who came to here with a huge fleet and had erected a long lasting 


monument. 


It was a monument that symbolized peace and friendship. 
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Expeditions across the World 


Let’s come back to the era of the Great Emperor Perpetual Happiness. Under Zhu Di’s rule, 
the country was stable and peaceful. Book assembling, relocating the capital, and ocean 
voyages were all progressing as planned. At the time China was one of the most powerful 
countries in Asia and even the world. If we consider that around the same time, the Eastern 
Roman Empire was on its last breath, England and France were still locked against each other 
in the Hundred Years’ War, the Hapsburg family looked strong outside but weak inside, and 
the German Empire was shattered, we may probably remove the two words “one of” from the 


previous statement. 


We often ask. How do we gain the respect from other countries and peoples so that we can 
be proud in the world? The answer is actually very simple, keep our country strong. 


On this point, Ming was a perfect example. 


As the continued decline of the strength started since mid-Yuan, the mighty Mongol 
Empire that once ruled Europe and Asia had become a skeleton. The emperor of Yuan became 
a ruler just in name. Many countries no longer came to pay tribute and some even completely 


cut off the relationship. 
A sick tiger was not only a tiger no more; it was not even a cat. 


After taking over the ruined mess, Zhu Yuan Zhang endeavored to practice good 
governance and expand production. The strength of the nation gradually increased. When Zhu 
Di acceded to the throne, Ming’s strength skyrocketed and its name became known far and 


wide. 


Thus the ambassadors that had been long “absent” reappeared one after another. They 
paid tributes or homages. But you should never take these superficial ceremonies seriously. 
You need to know that there were rewards after they paid tributes and homages. “Fine silk 
brocades, gossamers, silver and gold, and delicate materials were vouchsafed.” If not backed 


by a strong nation and without money, who would care to pay homage to you? 
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We also have mentioned before in the Martial Splendor era, Korea became a vassal state of 
Ming. Thence after, for events like bestowing the crown prince and new king taking the throne, 
Korea must inform the Ming emperor and obtain the approval before making those things 
official and effective. In year one of Perpetual Happiness, the new king Li Fang Yuan 
immediately sent an envoy to China to pay tribute. The custom continued unchanged for over 
two hundred years. 


After Zheng He’s voyages to the Western Seas, many countries in Southeast Asia also came 


to pay tribute. And the way some of the countries paid tributes was rather unique. 


Usually it would be enough to just send a court official as an envoy to pay tribute. But the 
envoys of some of the countries were no other but the kings themselves! 


According to statistics, just in the era of Perpetual Happiness, the envoys from the 
Southeast Asia and Africa countries that were associated with Zheng He’s Western Seas 
voyages came to China for a total of over three hundred times. On average, more than a dozen 
times every year. The scale of the visits was unprecedented. The delegations to China from 
Brunei, Malacca, Sulu, and Gumalalang were all headed by their kings, whose visits were not 
like the visits made by present day heads of states, who stay for couple of days and then leave. 
They usually stayed for one or two months with hundreds of members of delegations and left 
after being well fed and entertained. It was more like a tour group than a diplomatic 
delegation. 


There were more surprises. In these processes, there were even as many as three kings died 
of illness while visiting China. More unbelievably, they admired China so much that in their 
wills they wished to be buried in the land of China. The Ming government respected their 
choices and buried them following the protocols for royal princes. 


As noble as the rulers of countries, they didn’t even want to go back to their native lands 
but rather chose to be buried in a China, a foreign land. That was the attraction of Great Ming 
at the time. 


In addition, the three countries of the Ryukyu Islands: Middle Mountain, Mountain South, 
and Mountain North, also in turn sent envoys to China to pay their tributes. Among them, 
Middle Mountain was the most powerful and also the first to come. Both Mountain South and 
Mountain North were enthusiastic, not only did they pay tributes regularly, but also sent 
many children of the governments to China to learn more advanced civilization. Tribute- 
paying by another country in Asia is also worth describing in more detail. That country was 
Japan, the country that has been crossing each other’s paths with China many times in recent 
history. 
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Among the numerous tribute-paying delegations, also visible were the Japanese. In year 
one of Perpetual Happiness, Minamoto Michigii, the de facto ruler of Japan sent an envoy to 
China to pay tribute. At the time there were many countries paying tribute and all were 
uneventful. But it just happened that problems took place with the delegation from Japan. 


The problem? At the time, the Ming government allowed foreign envoys to carry weapons. 
But the Japanese delegation was different from others. Not only did they carry their personal 
knives, they also carried large quantities of weapons with them. After completing the 
diplomatic missions, they dared to privately sell the large number of Katanas on open markets, 
in attempts to make some extra money (probably they didn’t have anything else to sell). Per 
present day interpretations of custom offices and commerce authorities, those actions would 
be considered as carrying banned goods beyond reasonable personal use and illegally selling 
them without proper business permit. They would be fined. Official Li Zhi Gang suggested to 
arrest and jail the violators for couple of days to teach them a lesson. 


On this issue, Zhu Di was open-minded. He thought the Japanese risked becoming food for 
sharks to come here and that was not easy for them. Thus he approved them to sell their 
weapons on the open market. 


Some friends may have noticed that in the above paragraph we didn’t say it was the 
Japanese king or the emperor, but rather we used a phrase, the de facto ruler. Because we will 
later have to have much to deal with the country named Japan, it may be better for us to first 
explain the reason for such a name. Now let us leave Ming for a moment and come to the 
history of Japan. 

In Japan, the emperor had always been the supreme ruler. But the actual rule by the 
emperor had not been that long. The real powers were in the hands of the officials who owned 
land and soldiers. They were the real rulers of the country. In the thirteenth century AD, an 
incident deepened the trend. 


This incident was the famous Genpei War in Japanese history. Both the Minamotos and the 
Tairas were famous warrior clans in Japan. Minomoto no Yoritomo, the leader of the 
Minamotos, with the help of his younger brother Minamoto no Yoshitsune, the most 
legendary Japanese, defeated the Tairas and took control of the rule of Japan. 


Minomoto no Yoritomo was a famous politician in Japanese history. The later Tokugawa 
Ieyasu always idolized him. To further strengthen his power, he built a bakufu outside of 
Kyoto as the base of warrior rule. Because the bakufu was located in Kamakura, in Japanese 
history, it was called Kamakura Kabufu. Minamoto no Yoritomo also bestowed a title for 
himself, Grand Shogun against Barbarians. That was the origin of the so-called Kamakura 


Shogun in Japan’s history. 
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Minatomo Michigii, the one that came to pay tribute in the years of Perpetual Happiness, 
was a Japanese shogun. Naturally, in Ming and later in Qin histories there was nowhere to 
find addressing someone as a Japanese shogun. On the shoguns, who had a complicated 
unclear background, in all Chinese history records were all simply addressed as the King of 
Japan. That seemed to be reasonable. After all, regardless how chaotic and complicated things 
were, those were internal Japanese affairs. 


It was for this reason, that political matters and issuing of edicts (including starting wars by 
invading other countries) were controlled by the shoguns at rule or officials who had the de 
facto power (for example, Toyotomi Hideyoshi was not a shogun but Chancellor to the 
Emperor). 


Sure, those few fellows who started the first and second Sino-Japanese wars should be 
excluded (after Meiji Restoration, the emperor had actual control of the power). 


But at the time, facing the powerful Ming, Japan appeared to be friendly, although the 
friendship was only superficial and temporary. 


In year three of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1405), Japan sent an envoy to pay tribute to Ming. 
Now there had been many Japanese pirates in the coastal areas of China. They raided and 
plundered homes and committed killings and arsons. Zhu Di was furious. He severely 
questioned the Japanese envoy and told him to forward his words to let the Japanese king 
(shogun) know that he needed to take care of this matter. If the words were translated into the 
contemporary diplomatic languages, they would be that if Japan doesn’t take care of it, Japan 
will bear all consequences, etc. If these were said more directly, per Zhu Di’s personality, that 


would be, if you don’t take care of it, I’ll take care of it for you. 


The Japanese shogun at the time was a wise man. He understood what Zhu Di meant. He 
immediately sent out troops and put down those trouble makers. He also escorted twenty 
leaders of them to China. Zhu Di was very satisfied. As a gesture to save the Japanese 
shogun’s face, he let them bring these men back and apply their own punishment. 


But Zhu Di didn’t expect that when the envoy arrived at Ningbo, he thought it would be 
too much an onus to bring them back. Not only would they occupy some space, but also they 
consumed food. Thus he decided to settle the matter right there, using a very unique way, 


steamed them dead. 
From this incident, it could be seen that at the time Japan understood the state of affairs. 


But the cordial relationship didn’t last long. Soon after, Ming sent an envoy to Japan. But 
the Japanese shogun even went so far as to detain the Ming envoy. Hence after, Japan ceased 
to pay tribute to Ming. The relationship between the two countries reached to its nadir. 
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Overall, many countries had harmonious relationships with Ming. In the northwestern 
region of the Ming Empire, the western nations also restored relations with Ming and began to 


pay tributes to Ming. 


Now, although not as big as that of the Yuan Dynasty, Ming’s territory reached Mongolia 
in the north and the Western Frontier in the west. In the northeast it controlled the Jurchens. In 
the southwest it had Tibet. It also had Korea and Annan as its vassal states. Its influence and 


control was far and wide. 


With such a vast territory and powerful influence, Ming had become a powerful empire 


that rivaled Han and Tang. 


Ordinary people under the rule of the Great Empire of Ming finally were no longer in war 
or vagrancy. They were no longer fearful of the invasions from foreigners anymore, for the 
powerful country made them proud and they could proudly say: I am a subject of the Great 
Ming. 


Conspiracy at the southwestern border 


Although Ming was very powerful, there were still trouble making neighbors, who more or 
less caused some irritations. The place that the troubles first appeared was Annan. 


Annan (present day Vietnam)’ was also named Jiaozhi, which was part of China in Han 
and Tang eras. During Five Dynasties, wars ravaged the Central Plains and no one had the 
time to govern Annan, which became independent. But it was still a vassal state of China and 
the relationship between the two countries was close. In the Martial Splendor era, Zhu Yuan 
Zhang conferred a Chen as the king of Annan. The two sides had a friendly relationship. 
Thereafter Annan followed Korea to pay tributes to Ming. In addition, major events such as 
succession of kings must be reported to the emperor of Ming and the succession would be 
considered legit only after the official approval from the emperor. 


Bug during the reign of Emperor Establishing Civility, tranquility in Annan was disrupted. 
An earthshaking event took place inside the country. Because the news was promptly blocked, 
Ming knew nothing about it. 


In year one of Perpetual Happiness, as usual the king of Annan sent envoy to offer his 
congratulations. Zhu Di and the officials from the Ministry of Rites were all surprised to see 
that in the official document of congratulations, the king of Annan was not a Chen anymore, 
but rather a Hu. In the document, it declared that the Chen didn’t have children and Hu was 
Chen’s nephew, who was crowned with the support of the people. He requested approval 


° More precisely, the northern part of Vietnam. 
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from the emperor of Ming. 


There didn’t seem any flaw in the document. The matter seemed to be reasonable. But the 
politically savvy Zhu Di sensed there was something wrong in it. He sent an official from the 
Ministry of Rites to Annan to find out the truth. 


The official who got sent there was Yang Bo. He and his men arrived in Annan. For 
unknown reasons, he toured Annan and after returning, asserted what the king of Annan said 
was true and there was no falsification. Zhu Di thus was convinced and officially approved 
him as the king of Annan. 


Thus Annan’s secret continued to be kept concealed. 


In hindsight, Yang Bo either made the mistake of paying attention only on the form but not 
the essence, or was bribed. 


But the dark veil would eventually be unfurled. 


In year two of Perpetual Happiness, Pei Bo Qi, an official from Annan, suddenly appeared 
in China. He said he had urgent matters to report to the emperor. He was sent to the capital. 


Once received by Zhu Di, as a witness, he finally revealed the truth of the Annan incident. 


In fact in the era of Emperor Establishing Civility, Li Ji Mao, the prime minister of Annan, 
launched a surprise coup. He killed the former king and the officials who supported him. Then 
he changed his name to Hu Yi Yuan and passed the throne to his son Hu Di. He also tricked 
the Emperor of Great Ming to win the approval as the king. 


Pei Bo Qi was a truly loyal official of top caliber. Tears flowing, he told his stories with 
emotions. He also wrote a letter, in it there were some very moving words: “Yours Humbled 
dares to do what Shen Bao Xu! did to cry under the palace towers. I would like to request a 
condoling and punishing army to enunciate the legitimacy of legal succession, eliminate the 


1” 


evil doers, and restore the Chens. I may die but will live forever 


Although Pei Bo Qi stated with passion and vehemence, there wasn’t much effect. Because 
Zhu Di was a veteran of political power struggles and he was not fully convinced by the 
allegations. In addition, from what Pei Bo Qi wrote in his letter, it was obvious that the man’s 
intention was to use Ming forces to invade Annan. That was a grave matter and Zhu Di 
wouldn’t send troops based on just one man’s words. Thus Zhu Di didn’t immediately act. He 


got Pei Bo Qi to stay and put the matter off. 


But in August of the same year, another uninvited guest broke Zhu Di’s silence. 


'° Shen Bao Xu was an official of the Nation of Chu in the Warring States era. After Chu was attacked by Wu, he went to Qin 
to request for help. But the king of Qin didn’t want to send troops. He cried outside of the city gate for seven days and nights, 
which moved the king of Qin and sent troops to help Chu. 
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The man was Chen Tian Ping, the younger brother of the former Chen King of Annan. He 
also came to the capital and confirmed Pei Bo Qi’s allegations. 


That put Zhu Di in a difficult position. If the two men were telling the truth, then that 
would be a serious political incident and he must send troops. But who could guarantee that 
they were not lying. The present king of Annan had taken the power and would naturally 
deny Chen Tian Ping’s allegations. How could the truth be found? 


But the most important problem was Zhu Di never met Chen Tian Ping before. To him, the 
man named Chen Tian Ping was just a stranger. If he believed him and sent troops to escort 
him back and later he was proven to be a fake, then the reputation of Ming would be ruined 
and the situation would be very hard to handle. 


It was truly a hard political dilemma. 
But Zhu Di was Zhu Di. He came up with a brilliant idea that solved the problem. 


By custom, all the countries would come before the end of the year to pay tribute to wish 
there would be favorable weather, the country would be peaceful, and the people would be 
prosperous for Ming next year. Annan was no exception. As usual, at the end of the year, the 
envoy from Annan came to the capital of Ming to pay tribute to Zhu Di. But they could never 
imagine that a good show was waiting for them. 


The envoy came to the palace and was about to salute. Zhu Di, who was sitting in the 
throne, suddenly said: “Look at this man, do you still recognize him?” 
With the voice, Chen Tian Ping stood out and looked at the envoy from Annan. 


As soon as the envoy recognized the man, he was shocked and immediately saluted to him 
out of habit. Some even sobbed. 


At the side, Pei Bo Qi was also very angry. He came up and excoriated the envoy for aiding 
the evil doers, knowing that the current king was a usurper. He accused them not qualified as 
loyal officials of a country. His words struck the vital part of the envoy, who panicked and was 
unnerved. He had no words to refute. 


Seeing this scene, the seasoned Zhu Di immediately understood the truth. He smacked his 
hands and stood up. He condemned the envoy from Annan for conspiring to deceit Ming and 
the despicable act of doing nothing against the evil usurpers. 


Once the matter was clarified, Zhu Di immediately issued an imperial decree to severely 
condemn Hu Di, the current king of Annan. He also indicated if there was no satisfactory reply 
on the matter, he would act. 


Zhu Di’s words were very effective. The reply from the current Hu King of Annan quickly 
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was sent to the capital. In the reply letter, the king severely admonished himself and indicated 
he was just occupying the throne temporarily. He even didn’t dare to change the title of the 
country and reign year. He had now vacated the throne and was sincerely waiting for Chen 
Tian Ping to succeed the throne. 

The reply very much satisfied Zhu Di. He also indicated his forgiveness. He indicated if he 
did what he said, not only would he not be prosecuted for what he did, he would also be 
conferred with land. 

Then Zhu Di arranged to send Chen Tian Ping back. 

Although that was what said, Zhu Di was a shrewd man. He knew oral and written 
agreements were not reliable (which was benefited from his experience in earlier years), 
because earlier he never obliged himself to follow those things. 

To ensure the matter would be carried out smoothly, he had his envoy and General Huang 
Zhong of Guangxi with five thousand men under him to escort Chen Tian Ping to return. Per 
Zhu Di’s assumption, Chen Tian Ping’s succession was absolutely secure. 

But what happened later could be only described in one word: shocking. 

With Huang Zhong escorting Chen Tian Ping to Annan, the Annan army set up an ambush 
and killed Chen Tian Ping in front of Huang Zhong. They also killed the Ming envoy and 
blocked the roads and advancement of the Ming army. 

After the news reached the capital, Zhu Di was enraged, truly enraged. 


How audacious have they become! 


It would be one thing to sham, another to be bold enough to kill the successor to the throne 
in front of the Ming army, and even to kill the envoy of Ming! 


If this is not avenged, what’s the purpose of Ming! What’s the purpose of keeping armed 
forces! 


The war to suppress Annan 


Having killed Chen Tian Ping, the Hu father and son felt at ease. All Chens had been killed 
and the Ming envoy was also removed together. Although he knew Ming would come to settle 
the score with him, he also was ready for the defense and set up checkpoints at important 


places. 


By occupying favorable terrain to sustain for a few years, even Ming had to acknowledge 
his status. 


That was the plan of the Hu father and son. 
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Although that was the plan, they understood that being attacked by the enraged Ming was 
not a trivial matter. Thus they trained their troops day and night and set up defenses as the 
preparation for the countermeasure. 


But unexpectedly, three months passed and nothing was happening on the Ming side. Can 
it be that they felt that it is too remote and they don’t want to come? 


Hoping to be lucky, the euphoria of the Hu father and son didn’t last long. The news of 
war came, the Ming army was on the march to attack and take Annan. 


That was already expected by the Hus, that when they received reports from their 
subordinates, father and son still feigned calm. They indicated that all the defense work was 


ready and there was nothing to fear. 


The father and son were able to boast and feign calm, due largely to not knowing the 


reason that why it would take Ming three months to attack them. 
That was because there were too many troops and mobilization needed time. 
How many troops would take months to mobilize? 
The answer: three hundred thousand. 


Of course, by military experts’ custom, that was also a claimed number. This time the Ming 
army numbered three hundred thousand. To Annan, they claimed numbering eight hundred 
thousand. When the Hus heard this number, they nearly fainted. 


The one who led the giant army was the celebrated general Zhu Neng, whom we have 
previously introduced many times. Asking him to lead the expedition showed Zhu Di’s high 
regard of him. Zhu Di hoped that Zhu Neng would carry forward his fearless spirit after the 
War of Cleansing the Court and by one strike settle the matter. 


But Heaven had his own plan and probably even Zhu Neng didn’t foresee it. Not only was 
he not able to complete his assignment, he failed to even see the shadow of Annan. 


The Ming army planned to advance via two routes. One was led by Zhu Neng, which was 
to advance from Guangxi. The other was led by Mu Sheng, which was to advance from 


Yunnan. 


That was a military plan that had a long standing in history. Attacking Annan had to be 
done by a two prong attack form Guangxi and Yunnan. That almost became a fixed rule, 


which have been in use since ancient to present time. 


But an unexpected thing happened. Zhu Neng fell ill while on the march and died after 
attempts failed to cure him. There was nothing curious about it for it took the army three 
months to march to Guangxi from its start. It was a bumpy ride and nearly all of Zhu Neng’s 
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energy was spent in that earth shaking war. It was asking of him too much to go into another 
war. It was time for him to take a rest. 


Zhu Neng’s position vacated and the one who succeeded him was not a stranger. It was 
Zhang Fu, the son of Zhang Yu, the man who was dubbed as the “First Man of Deeds in the 
War of Cleansing the Court”. 


It was a hard and monumental task because the death of Zhu Neng caused many people to 
doubt the prospect of the war. Many people was suspicious of the capability of the man, 
whose reputation was far lower than that of Zhu Neng’s, as a commander-in-chief. 


What pleased everyone was that at the critical moment, Zhang Yu’s soul seemed to have 
attached itself on Zhang Fu’s body. Zhang Fu inherited Zhang Yu's good traits. In this war, he 
was not fighting alone. 


After taking over the position as commander-in-chief and amid the doubtful looks of his 
subordinates, Zhang Fu called on the first military conference, in which he described battle 
strategies and plans in great detail. The level of accuracy and detail in his plan impressed his 
subordinates. At the end of the meeting, Zhang Fu said: “When Prince of Kaiping (Chang Yu 
Chun) died on the way of the expedition, the Prince of Qiyang (Li Wen Zhong) succeeded and 
routed the Yuan army! I may not be as capable as him, but I want to learn from him to live and 
die with all of you together. We will destroy Annan!” 


After stabilizing the moral and sufficient preparations, Zhang Fu advanced toward Annan 
from Pingxiang of Guangxi. In the meantime, Mu Sheng marched from Yunnan. The Ming 
army attacked from two fronts toward the interior of Annan. 


Reality showed the confidence of the Hus was not reliable. Zhang Fu’s forces marched 
forward like in no man’s land. They took the two gaps at Sojourn Gap and Rooster Hill and 
advanced while attacking. In White Heron they united with Mu Sheng’s army. 


Thus far, the Ming army had broken through the outer defenses of Annan and entered the 


interior. Now in front of Zhang Fu blocking his advance was Annan’s stronghold Duobang. 


According to history records, at the time there were East and West capitals in Annan, 
which had a population of over seven million. Its terrains featured many rivers. Annan 
deployed its defenses along the rivers and avoided combats with the Ming army. They 
intended to wear down the Ming army. 


Zhang Fu saw Annan’s intention. He sent unit general Zhu Rong to Jialin River and 
defeated the Annan force there. That established a stable front. Then he united with Mu 
Sheng’s force and prepared to attack Duobang, which was just in sight. 


Although Duobang was an Annan stronghold and had strong defense, it didn’t seem to be 
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too hard to take given the overwhelming advantage of the Ming army. That was the opinion of 
most of the generals. But the generals didn’t seem to note that in the past history, 
underestimating the enemy arose from such sentiments and resulted in serious consequences. 
Luckily Zhang Fu was not one of the generals. He sent many spies to probe inside the city. 
Intuition told him that the city was not that simple to take. 


Zhang Fu’s intuition was correct. The city of Duobang was not only stronger than what the 


Ming army imagined, in the city there was a secret weapon, elephants. 


Considering their force was inferior, the Annan army trained many elephants. They 
planned to release the leviathans when the Ming army attacked to surprise the Ming army. 
Luckily Zhang Fu didn’t underestimate the enemy and got hold of the information in time. 


Even saying so, Zhang Fu, who had the information, didn’t have good ways to deal with 
the elephants. These animals had thick skins, were strong and exceptionally large. In a 
battlefield amid the hasty fighting, ordinary knives and spears couldn’t do much against them. 
What to do? 


Now someone provided an idea for Zhang Fu to overcome the elephants. But today in 


hindsight, there didn’t seem much difference regardless if the idea was proposed or not. 


The marvelous idea was to find lions to attack the elephants. Because lions were kings of 


the animal world, they certainly would be able to scare away the elephants. 


For the moment we don’t have to debate if the theory would hold on zoological ground. 


We only need to ask: where to find those lions? 


We all know that China didn’t produce lions. There were a few lions imported from foreign 
countries. According to the Book of Late Han, in the reign of the Temperate Emperor of Han, the 
country of Yuezhi once presented lions, and later the Empire of Ashkanian also presented 
lions as tribute. But lions received as tributes numbered very few. In addition, in those times 
there was no breeding technology. Probably there was one fewer as one died. Even if there 
were lions in Ming, they would be treated and protected like giant pandas today. How could 
they be used to fight? 


Then what to do? There were no lions but the elephants were alive and waiting in the city. 


Would the battle have to be fought using paintings of lions? 
The answer is correct! It was real, paintings of lions were used! 


You didn’t read it wrong and I didn’t write it wrong. Zhang Fu at the time just used 


paintings of lions to fight a battle. 


Zhang Fu was not a madman. He understood using things made from wood and paper 


weren't enough to battle against the giant animals like elephants. Regardless how good the 
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drawings might be, it would still be drawings and couldn’t be taken as something real. As a 
good general, Zhang Fu had already prepared a complete set of plans to deal with it in 
preparation to attack the heavily defended city of Duobang. 


In the end it wouldn’t matter if the lions were real or not. The key was who was using them 
and how to use them. What decided the outcome of a battle was the wisdom and quality of the 


commander. 


More than a hundred thousand of Zhang Fu’s troops settled down outside of Duobang. But 
they didn’t attack. The nerves of the people in the city slowly relaxed from the tension. Some 
soldiers atop the city wall even started to greet Ming soldiers. Of course, it was a kind of 
provocation. To them, their strategy seemed to be working. If the Ming army stayed there for 
long, there would be shortage of provisions. If they weren’t sure about taking the city, the only 
way left was to withdraw. 


What the Annan defenders didn’t know was that the reason for the Ming army’ pause of 
attack was really simple. The longer it took to sharpen a knife intended for hacking someone, 


the sharper it became and it would be more lethal when it was used. 


That was the reality. Now Zhang Fu organized death squads to prepare to attack Duobang. 
What he waited was a good opportunity. 


After a long wait, the Ming army launched its attack in a late night in December. In the 
battle, the Ming army fully utilized the exemplary actions of leaders leading the charge. 
Governor Huang Zhong held a torch in his hand and led the troops crossed the moat and 
created an opening for the troops to advance. Unit Commander Cai Fu erected the scaling 
ladder and was the first one on the Duobang city wall. The bravery of the two senior officers 
propped up the moral of the Ming army. Soldiers rushed forward and sacked the outer city. 
Annan/s soldiers never thought the usually quite Ming troops suddenly turned into ferocious 
tigers. Under the fierce attack the defense line collapsed and soldiers scattered and ran away. 


The conflagration of battle spread to the inner city. Now the Annan army finally showed 
their killer weapon, the elephants. They drove the elephants to attack the Ming army and 
hoped to reverse the defeat. But the fully prepared Zhang Fu showed his response. 


Although a painted lion looked formidable, it could only scare men and might not work 
against elephants. Zhang Fu also prepared many horses and covered the eyes of them. The 
horses were covered with lion skins (painted). When the elephants appeared, the horses were 
driven to rush forward. Although by animal nature, horses would never dare to go against 
elephants, the horses with eyes covered would run forward even when dinosaurs came. At the 
same time, Zhang Fu also used a lot of fire arms to attack the elephants. The damage might not 
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be much, but the deterrence effect of firearms was very great. 


Stunned by Zhang Fu’s tricks, Annan army’s elephants were scared and turned back to flee, 
which disrupted the Annan troops who were following, hoping to take advantages. After 
losing all the hopes, Annan troops lost the will to resist. In a single fight the Ming army took 
Duobang. 


The victory at Duobang dealt a heavy blow to Annan’s will to resist. Thereafter the Ming 
army advanced triumphantly. In succession they took the east and west capitals. In May of the 
same year (year five of Perpetual Happiness), the entire Annan was taken. The Hus were 


captured and sent back to Ming. Annan was thus conquered. 


After Annan was suppressed, Zhu Di issued an edict to find the descendants of Chen, 
which resulted in nothing. Then thousands of Annans pled to the Ming government saying 
that Annan was previously a Chinese territory. Given that Chens didn’t have descendants, 
they wanted to have it returned to China and become a province of China. 


Zhu Di agreed to the proposal. In June of year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407), 
Annan was renamed to Jiaozhi. A governorship was set up and it became a part of China. 
Thus after Han and Tang, Annan once again became a Chinese territory. 


Resolving the Annan issue allowed the southwestern border of China to obtain peace and 
tranquility. But the Ming government had another greater worry, which irritated Ming for 
nearly a hundred years. It was like a lingering nightmare. 
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Mongolia 


Ever since the founding of Ming, the neighboring Mongolia had been a big headache for 
Ming. There were numerous wars and numerous negotiations. There were negotiations after 
wars and wars after negotiations. The original Yuan Dynasty was beaten into Northern Yuan 
(named by later generations). Then it was beaten into Tartar (ancient name of Mongolia). But 
regardless of the beatings, things never settled down. After being beaten for decades, from 
being a government and regular force, the Mongol army was beaten into a hodgepodge and 
guerilla force. But they still had to come and commit pillages. 


That was not hard to understand. Life had been good in the Central Plains. When one’s 
mouth opened, food came. When one’s arms extended, clothing was put on. When one 
traveled around in the country as the first class citizen in a society that divided people into 
four classes, one had to be content with life. But the good life lasted only ninety some years. 
Then, thunder struck in the blue sky, there emerged Zhu Yuan Zhang, who drove the former 
nobles to the steppes and to returning to their original vocation, tending herds. The everyday 
business was to deal with wind and cattle. There also weren’t any entertainment. It was a huge 
contrast, anyone in their place wouldn’t be willing to remain content. The more serious 
problem was they didn’t have their own handicraft industry and agriculture. The economic 
structure was very unbalanced. Except cattle meat, everything was in shortage. They wouldn’t 
be able to develop self-contained natural economy even if they wanted to. Then what about 
trading with Ming to develop an import-export economy? The other part didn’t want to do it. 
That was understandable. After all, they often fought against each other. Who knows if you 
won't to take the opportunity to penetrate inside the territory to make trouble? Thus it was not 


possible to create a large scale trading business. 


What to do? What was needed and short in supply wouldn’t come from the sky and 
couldn’t be obtained through trade. A man wouldn’t allow himself to die of holding back his 
urine. If one had to commit robbery, then so be it. 
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If you dare to rob me, I will beat you. What ensued was an all-out fight. You killed my 
father last time, this time I'll kill your son. Hatred deepened again and again and lasted from 


generation to generation. 


In such a historical background, Ming fought a protracted war, which lasted for nearly a 
hundred years, with the Mongol tribes. 


Now let's take a look at the situation of Mongolia in the Perpetual Happiness era. As we 
have said before, after the Northern Yuan ruler Togus Temur was defeated by Lan Yu, he fled 
to the Tuci River and was killed by Yesuder. Afterwards, the throne of the Mongol Great Kahn 
passed from one to another many times. In year four of Establishing Civility (AD 1402), the 
throne was usurped by Kulichi, who didn’t belong to the Golden Lineage, and renamed the 
country to Tartar. I have done some research, although Kulichi was not a direct descendant of 
the Golden Lineage, he was not a stranger either. His ancestor was Ogadai. Because he was not 
a direct descendant, the lineage became unclear when it reached to his generation. Perhaps for 
this reason, he didn’t have the sense of duty to the Golden Lineage. Thus he abolished the 
Yuan Dynasty’s title, yielded to Ming, and established a suzerain relationship. Henceforth, the 
northern border was in a period of peace. 


But the peace was really short, it lasted only six years. 


Kulichi was not a member of the Golden Lineage and was also not interested in the family. 
But his subordinates were different. Aruytai, the grand tutor to the crown prince, was an 
ardent traditionalist. He was very dissatisfied with Kulichi’s actions and dreamed of restoring 
the old glories of the Mongol Empire. Driven by this motive, he killed Kulichi and supported 
Banyashiri, a Yuan imperial family member, as the Khan. But the area ruled by Banyashiri, 
who succeeded the orthodox rule of Mongolia, was pitifully small. 


That was because after the war with Ming, the emperor of Northern Yuan gradually lost 
control of the entire Mongol territory. At the time Mongolia had been divided into three pieces. 
They were the Mongol Proper (the latter Tartar), Wala (everyone should be familiar with this 
name), and the Ulanha’s Three Guards. 


We have already described Tartar, the Mongol Proper, which occupied the Mongol plateau 
and was ruled by the Golden Lineage and belonged to the orthodox Mongolia. 


Wala, also known as West Mongolia, occupied the western part of Mongolia. In early Ming, 
after the death of its leader Menke Temur, Wala was ruled by Mahamu. 


Ulanha’s Three Guards was the elite Duoyan’s Three Guards that we have mentioned 
before, who participated in the War of Cleansing the Court. How did the three tribes come into 
being? We have to go back to several decades before. 
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In year twenty of Martial Splendor (AD 1387), Zhu Yuan Zhang sent Feng Sheng to 
suppress Eastern Liao. Feng Sheng subdued Nayacu without bloodshed and set up the three 
guards (military units) of Taining, Fuyu, and Duoyan, which later were called as Duoyan’s 
Three Guards all together. The surrendered Mongols were settled here. Zhu Yuan Zhang put 
these men under Prince of Ning’s command. In the War of Cleansing the Court, Zhu Di 
kidnapped the Prince of Ning. For the large part, he wanted to get the very capable Mongol 
cavalry, which played great roles in the war. After the war, Zhu Di bestowed rewards on 
Duoyan’s Three Guards and opened trades with them. They occupied the Eastern Liao area, 
paid tribute to Ming, and accepted Ming’s command. 


The old Yuan Empire was divided into three parts, which was pitiable. Although the three 
parts were all tribes of Mongols, the relations among them were rather complicated. Of course, 


in large part the complicated relations were purposefully created by Ming. 


First, the Tartar tribe thought itself as the direct descendant of Mongolia and looked down 
at the other two tribes. They fostered a deep hatred toward Ming and had been always hostile. 


Wala was different. They originally were under the rule of the Golden Lineage. After the 
decline of the Golden Lineage, they took the opportunity to rise and attempted to acquire the 
control of entire Mongolia. The Ming government acutely discovered the problem and made 
use of it. They supported the Wala faction by bestowing titles and providing aide to act against 
Tartar. 


In Wala leader Mahamu’s heart, conflicts among the tribes were more significant than the 
conflicts between races. He didn’t like Ming, but he loathed Tartar more, which thought itself 
the leader and was meddlesome. 


Look at the situation, don’t act like a big brother. 


Out of this consideration, they set up an alliance with Ming. Of course the alliance existed 
in the context of an external enemy. Everyone knew if situations changed, yesterday’s ally 
would become tomorrow’s enemy. 


Ulanha’s Three Guards could be thought as Ming’s old friends. But the friendship was not 
solid. Although they paid tributes to Ming and accepted Ming’s command, after all they were 
Mongols and retained lingering relationship with Tartar and Wala. 

The last one was Ming, who was the originator of all these and whose specialty was to fan 
the flames. Northern Yuan was vanquished by it, Wala was supported by it, and Ulanha’s 
Three Guards was set up by it. It did so much for just one purpose, to divide the strength of 


Yuan in order to keep it forever subdued. 


That was basically how things were. Tartar and Wala fought against each other desperately. 


80 


Book of Zhu Di 


Ulanha sat on the sideline enjoying the melee. Ming continuously encouraged both sides and 
once a while threw out a punch to maintain the balance of the game whenever one side had 
the upper hand. 


If Genghis Kahn was watching in Heaven, what would he be thinking when he saw his 
feckless descendants fighting among themselves and the forever glorious Mongol Empire of 
the past was now in pieces. 


Fix the problem once for all 


After the grand tutor of the crown prince of Tartar, the Mongol Proper, installed Banyashiri 
as the Khan, Tartar adopted a hostile policy and cut off relationship with Ming. Even worse, in 
April of year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409), Tartar murdered Ming envoy Guo Ji. 
This was no doubt intended to flex its muscle to Great Ming. But they didn’t expect this action 
was really benefiting others and harming themselves. 


That’s because the Ming government was already prepared to fix Tartar. What was missing 
was an excuse and opportunity. The occurring of this incident just provided everything they 
needed. 


What made Tartar Ming’s target was not limited to just because their hostility toward Ming. 


The new Tartar leader Banyashiri and Grand Tutor Aruytai were all the kind of men who 
had nothing but dared to take on the world. Although now Tartar’s strength was far less 
powerful than before, they always dreamed of restoring the Mongol Empire. They fought year 
after year. They fought Ulanha in the east and Wala in the west. Although they didn’t achieve 


much, their momentum was intimidating. 


Tartar’s bold actions attracted Zhu Di’s attention. To stop Tartar’s blatant aggressions, in 
year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409), he conferred the title, Prince of Obedience and 
Peace to Wala leader Mahamu. He also provided aide to help them to fight. With that, Wala 
defeated the attacking Banyashiri and Aruytai. Tartar’s power was somewhat restrained. 


To solve the problem once for all, Zhu Di decided to send an expeditionary force of one 
hundred thousand. He also personally drew up the battle plan. But on the most important 
issue, he hesitated. 


That was the choice of the commander. Zhu Di fought all his life and knew very well war 
was not a child’s play. Only someone who had rich combat experience would be able to hold 
the position. The best ones were of course those generals who had fought together with him in 
the War of Cleansing the Court. But the problem was the celebrated generals of the past were 
mostly dead. The most capable one, Zhang Yu, was killed by Sheng Yong in the Battle of 
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Dongchang. Zhu Neng died. Zhang Yu’s son Zhang Fu was a good choice, but the recently 
suppressed Annan was still making troubles and often agitated for independence. Thus Zhang 
Fu couldn’t leave. After some contemplation, there was only one choice left: Qiu Fu. 


Qiu Fu is not a stranger to us. We have introduced him previously. In the Battle of White 
Gorge River, he took the order to rush Li Jing Long’s center but failed. But that didn’t impact 
his image in Zhu Di’s mind. Afterwards, he accomplished a lot and was conferred as the Duke 
of Qi after the war. But Zhu Di also knew that although the dude fought bravely, he didn’t 
possess the qualities of a commander. But now it was time in need of talents. Those who were 
better at fighting almost all died. Reluctantly, Zhu Di had to hand over the army of one 
hundred thousand to this old general. 


In July of year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409), Qiu Fu officially started the 
northern expedition. Before his departure, Zhu Di, not without worry, instructed him to never 
underestimate the enemy, fight carefully, and fight a decisive battle when the opportunity was 
right. Qiu Fu acknowledged he would take the advice to his heart. Following him on the 
expedition were four other generals. They were deputy commanders Wang Cong and Huo 
Qin and left and right aide-de-camps Wang Zhong and Li Yuan. 


The four were not average men. Before this expedition, they were all conferred the titles of 
Marquis and experienced in combat. 


Zhu Di personally sent the army off. He believed with such a powerful force, together with 
experienced generals, it was enough to teach Tartar a hard lesson. 


Seeing the army leaving away, a sense of uneasiness arose from Zhu Di’s heart. Many years 
of military intuition told him something seemed to be missing. After some repeated 
considerations, he finally realized it. He immediately sent an express rider to Qiu Fu’s army, to 
just send him one sentence. 


This sentence was directed at Qiu Fu, “If there is someone saying that the enemy can be 


{7 


defeated easily, you should never believe it 

Qiu Fu received the emperor’s instruction and indicated he would not disappoint the 
emperor for his trust and expectation. 

Zhu Di deserved his reputation as an excellent military expert. He keenly recognized that 
the biggest problem hidden in this army was underestimating the enemy and advance 
recklessly. The one who would be prone to making such a mistake the most was the 
commander-in-chief Qiu Fu. Even after the army had departed, he still sent man specifically to 


deliver this instruction, and that, showed his grave concern. 


Later events showed Zhu Di’s assessment was accurate. The problem was, Commander 
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Qiu Fu was exactly a man who listened using his left ear and forgot in his right ear. When 
someone had a commander like this, even God would be helpless. 


Qiu Fu’s army advanced feverishly and rushed to the Luqu River (present day the Kerulen 
River on the China and Mongolia border). They routed some small units of troops and also 
captured a Tartar minister. Qiu Fu then asked for information about the enemy. The minister 
was rather a direct-talking man. Before Qiu Fu even had to use torture and inducements, he 
voluntarily confessed that the main force of the Tartar army was just thirty lis north of the 
place and if they attacked now, it would be very easy to achieve a big victory. 


Qiu Fu was very happy. He simply let the minister be a guide and advanced following his 
direction. On this note, Qiu Fu really had some potential quality as an internationalist. He just 
so trusted a newly captured prisoner. Based on his age, he seemed to have past the naive age 
of youth. But on this matter, he was truly too naive. 


On the other hand, we have to appreciate Zhu Di’s godly prediction. He seemed to be like 
the screen writer of this war and already told in advance the main actor the lines and the 


ensuing story. But unfortunately the star actor Qiu Fu didn’t follow the script to act. 


Surely, led by the guide, Qiu Fu found the Tartar camps. But there weren’t many soldiers. 
The guide would always explain the main force was just ahead. Just like that, they chased for 
two days without stop and it was still like that. There were always just a few hundred Tartar 
soldiers, who would scatter upon initial engagement. 


The subordinates began to worry. They thought the guide had a malicious intent. But Qiu 
Fu didn’t have such a thought. On the third day, he still ordered the troops to follow the guide 
to advance. Now his deputy commander Li Yuan couldn’t sit still anymore. 


Li Yuan advised Qiu Fu to retreat in time, there could be ambush ahead. But Qiu Fu 
wouldn’t listen. He stubbornly thought the Tartar’s main camp was ahead. If they advanced 
victory would be at head. Li Yuan became violently troubled. Disregarding the commanding 
hierarchy, he shouted: “Haven’t you forgotten what the emperor told you?!” That irritated Qiu 
Fu, who said harshly: “Don’t talk anymore. If you don’t obey my command, I'll kill you!” 


Just like two days ago, Qiu Fu set out. It was still the guide leading the way. This time he 
didn’t disappoint Qiu Fu and the Tartar army they had been looking for for a long time finally 
appeared. But unlike what Qiu Fu expected, these Tartar cavalry troops came forward on their 
own. They also didn’t scatter and didn’t panic. Rather they looked well fed and slept well. 


Now they were vigorously looking at them. 
Finally I have found you. It has been a tough search. 


Finally you are here. It has been a long wait. 
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Imperial expedition 


In August of year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409), the expeditionary force’s battle 
report was sent to the capital. The report was simple and clear: the whole army was 
annihilated. 


This was a painful loss. Not only the army of one hundred thousand was totally 
annihilated, the five top generals, Qiu Fu, Wang Cong, Huo Qin, Wang Zhong, and Li Yuan 
were all killed in the battle. 


Zhu Di was shocked and enraged. He had fought many battles and many times he escaped 
from death. He saw many vicious and confusing battles, but really had never seen a defeat so 
bitter and painful. 


Qiu Fu was an imbecile! Imbecile! 


Although he felt relieved by cursing, afterwards, he still had to solve the problem. The 
battle prowess of the Ming army was still strong. The key problem was the choice of the 
commander. Qiu Fu certainly was incapable. But now in the imperial court, who would be 
able to succeed Qiu Fu on the expedition? Who would be able to ensure victory? 


There was only one choice, Zhu Di. 


Thus seven years after the War of Cleansing Court, Zhu Di once again put on his armor 
and took up his sabre to get ready to go into a battle to defeat his enemy. Different from the 
previous war, last time he was a prince and this time he was an emperor. Last time he was 


after the throne, this time he was for the country. 


Zhu Di not only was an excellent emperor, he was also an excellent general. This type of 
ability that allowed one to fight on a horse and govern off a horse was really a rarity. Tartar 
had already got a taste of Emperor Zhu Di’s diplomatic and political skills, now they would be 
lucky to experience in person the feeling of the flashing knife of the celebrated general Zhu 
Di's thrashing through their bodies. 


Zhu Di completely inherited Zhu Yuan Zhang’s life philosophy, “Do nothing, or do all”. 
This time, it was no exception. To deliver a lethal blow to Tartar, he issued an order of general 
mobilization. He ordered all troops that could be called up north of the Yangtze River to group 
in the north. Thus massive number of troops north of the Yangtze River marched toward the 
assembling sites. In January of year eight of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1410), troop 
concentration completed. There were five hundred thousand and Zhu Di appointed himself as 
the commander-in-chief. 


Meanwhile, Zhu Di sent envoys to Wala and Ulanha to deliver a message. It basically said 
Great Ming is about to attack Tartar and I hope you don’t meddle. If you make trouble, may be 
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you'll be fixed all together. 


Wala and Ulanha knew the current situation. Besides, there had been conflicts between 


them and Tartar. Why would they want to exert on behalf of their own enemy? 


But Tartars didn’t know themselves. After defeating the Ming army, Banyashiri and 
Aruytai were very pleased. They even started to plan the restoration of Yuan and become 
emperors again. They were even more arrogant toward Wala and Ulanha. The two dudes who 
were still in their sweet dreams didn’t realize the knife was already placed on their necks and 
was about to fall down. 


After all the preparations, Zhu Di finally took his army of five hundred thousand to the 


north on an expedition. The target was directly at Tartar! 


After eight years without being in combat, Zhu Di returned to the battlefield. Everything 
seemed so familiar. To him, the beauty and peace of the southern watery towns couldn’t 
compare with the vastness and boldness of the northern steppes. 


The bamboo and silk music and the soft Wu dialect were not attractive to him. What he 
loved the most was the neighing of thousands of horses and the loud and clear sounds of 
bugles. 


That was Zhu Di, one who was indulged in fighting in combat and obsessed with armors 
and swords, one who was a real and complete soldier. 


Zhu Di and his army continuously advanced northward. When the army was passing the 
Great Boyan Mountain, Zhu Di drove his horse to the top of the mountain. He looked far into 
the desert and the only thing visible was yellow sand of thousands of lis. It was desolate. 
Twenty years ago, he passed this place on his expedition. That year he was thirty and there 
were still many homes here. It was a bustling place. Now it had become a desolate desert. Zhu 
Di sighed with emotions. He said to the officials next him: “When Yuan was thriving, these 
were all residential areas.” 


There was not much time for Zhu Di to express his emotions. In May of the same year, the 
army reached the Luqu River, where Qiu Fu’s entire army was annihilated. Since it wasn’t a 
long time ago, the corpses, armors, and weapons of the Ming troops were still visible 
everywhere. Obviously, the Mongol army took care of killing but not burying. 


Upon seeing the scene, Zhu Di ordered his soldiers to find Ming troops’ remains and 
buried them to let them rest in peace. Then he looked at the tumbling Luqu River and was 
silent. After a long thinking, he said: ’From now on, renamed this river to Horse Watering 
River.” 


Having said that, he took his army and crossed the river. 
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After crossing the river, the Ming army caught a few Tartar soldiers. They admitted the 
Tartar leader Banyashiri was nearby. After some analysis, Zhu Di was certain the information 
was accurate. He immediately ordered unit commander Wang You to camp right there. He 
then led an elite cavalry with twenty days of provisions on the attack. 


What valued the most in military affairs was speed. Zhu Di understood the theory very 
well. All kinds of signs indicated that the target he had been looking for was nearby! 


Zhu Di’s judgement was not wrong. Banyashiri and large portions of his Tartar cavalry 
camped nearby. But his old partner Aruytai was not by his side. Why was it? 


They quarreled. 
Banyashiri was put on the throne by Aruytai and the two had had good relationships. They 


rarely quarreled. But after learning Zhu Di led an army of five hundred thousand to suppress 
them. In the haste a violent quarrel took place. Ironically, what they quarreled was not about 
whether or not to resist and how to resist, but rather to which direction they should flee! 


Although the two fellows were exceedingly ambitious, they still had some sense of 
themselves. Once learning that Zhu Di took five hundred thousand men to attack them, they 
immediately recognized this time the Ming government was for real. Regardless how they 
calculated with their fingers, the little force under them was no match against five hundred 
thousand. Pleas for aid sent to Wala and Ulanha got no response, the only choice left was to 
flee. 


Which way to run, that was an important question. 
Banyashiri said: Go west, the west is safer. 


Aruytai said: West is Wala’s territory. I had just fought with them, I am ashamed to seek 


asylum from them. We should go east, the east is safer. 


Banyashiri opposed. He said: Ulanha in the east is Ming’s vassal state. He won’t keep us, 


the imperial Yuan clan. If you want to go, you go, I won’t go. 


The two were in a deadlock and the quarrel became more violent. Then they decided to 


stop the quarrel (if they didn’t, the Ming army would come), and decided to split and flee. 


As such, Banyashiri ran toward the west like crazy. But before he reached Wala he met Zhu 
Di’s army. It had to be just bad luck. 


Banyashiri discovered the Ming army’s movement and he immediately ordered his troops 


to speed up. 


At the same time, Zhu Di, who was leading an elite cavalry force, was also closing in 


continuously on Banyshiri. 
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This was a race in the battlefield and eventually Zhu Di had the edge. He wisely left the 
supply trains behind at the bank of Horse Watering River. He carried only food and chased 
day and night. But Banyashiri didn’t want to abandon the stuff he had looted. With a lot of 
lares and penates while fleeing, he certainly couldn’t run fast. 


Zhu Di finally caught up with Banyashiri and immediately launched the attack. Banyashiri 
never thought Zhu Di came so fast. He couldn’t offer any resistance. Under Zhu Di’s fierce 
beating, he abandoned all of his supplies and fled with only seven men. After the battle, 
without writing a receipt, Zhu Di received all the treasures that Banyashiri didn’t want to 
abandon and laboriously carried here with him. Just like that, the pitiable Banyashiri worked 
as a mover without pay for Zhu Di. 


But anyway, Banyashiri was able to keep himself alive and continued his escape. But he 
didn’t necessarily know that this defeat not only humiliated him, but also his ancestors. 


May be it was Fate’s desire, the place where Zhu Di caught up with and defeated the 
descendants of Genghis Khan was the Onon River (present day Onon River in Mongolia). 


On a horse, Zhu Di was looking down at the land on which a big battle had just been 
fought. Wind was blowing over the boundless grassland. Under the sun light, glistening colors 
were reflected from the water of the Onon River. The bloody battle that just took place seemed 
to have nothing to do with the beautiful land. 


Joy over the victory was fading and Zhu Di suddenly recalled something. Lost in thought 
for a moment, he sighed to the guards next to him: “This is the Onon River. It is the place 
where Genghis Khan got his start.” 


Yes, two hundred years ago, at the bank of the Onon River, Temujin united the Mongol 
tribes and became the Great Genghish Khan. Joci, Ogadai, Tului, and Jebe, who later became 
celebrated generals whose names were known throughout Europe and Asia, were around him 
and swore allegiance to him. Then they set out on their own and pointed their swords to every 
corner of the world and eventually created the Mongol Empire that stretched from Europe to 
Asia. 


In a blink of an eye, two hundred years passed and the wind continued blowing over the 
grassland. The water of the Onon River continued flowing. But that magnificent empire had 
long disappeared. Not long ago, the descendants of the Great Genghis Khan fled after being 
soundly defeated. 


Everything had passed, only the vast grassland and tumbling river seemed to be telling the 
grand scenes of the past to posterity. 


Imperial ambition and domination of a hundred years were nothing but fleeting smoke! 
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Aruytai’s bad luck 


Banyashiri escaped. As he wished, he escaped to Wala. But Fate seemed to have a little fun 
with him. Although the wars with Wala were all commanded by Aruytai and Banyashiri 
didn’t participate, Wala’s leader Mahamu fully exhibited the spirit of equal treatment. He was 
not generously received. Not only that, he also had something taken away from him, his head. 
In addition to settling the old scores, they also could ask for some monetary rewards from 
Ming. 

Zhu Di defeated Banyashiri, but he who usually ensured things were done with perfection, 
didn’t forget Aruytai. He then ordered his army to turn to attack Aruytai. 


Now Aruytai’s situation was not much better than Banyashiri’s. Ulanha wouldn’t 
accommodate him. He couldn’t blame Ulanha, for ones who were being chased to death were 
usually not welcomed. Aruytai had to crisscross through the vast grasslands and deserts to 


evade the Ming army. 


Now the Ming army was also looking for Aruytai. But because Aruytai adopted guerilla 
strategies, his position changed often and couldn’t be located. He started to play hide and seek 
with the Ming army. Ming army’s provisions were also running short. Reluctantly, they had to 
return. It seemed that Aruytai would be able to escape from the disaster. 


But if someone was unlucky, even drinking water would stuff his teeth. 


On their way home, when passing the Hulun Lake, the Ming army ran just into Aruytai, 
who was loitering here! It was truly like one could wear out iron shoes in search of something 
but now got it without any effort. 


There was a road to Heaven but you wouldn’t take it. Then there were no gates in Hell but 
you somehow managed to get in! 


Zhu Di immediately ordered his troops to formation. Five hundred thousand men were 
ready to attack at any moment. Now Aruytai was really scared and his soul seemed to have 
left him. Zhu Di recognized Aruytai’s state of mind. He sent a representative to tell Aruytai to 


immediately surrender. Otherwise he’d be responsible for all the consequences. 


Aruytai desperately wanted to capitulate. He knew very well Ming army’s strength. If he 
resisted the only result would be death. But his men would by no means agree. Both sides 
argued but couldn’t convince each other. Aruytai was furious but he could do nothing. In this 
circumstance, Aruytai reached an understanding with his men. They would delay for as long 
as possible. 


Claiming he needed more time to consider, Aruytai sent the messenger back. Then he 


continued to discuss strategies with his men. In the meeting, someone proposed they could 
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take the opportunity to flee. The Ming army must not be able to catch up. This idea got many 
men’s support. Aruytai also thought it wasn’t a bad idea. Thus he decided to send some of the 
troops to leave first. 


But just when they started maneuvering the troops, suddenly from outside there came loud 
noises and horse neighing! Aruytai immediately realized that the Ming army had started the 
attack! 


But at the same moment the main camp of Ming didn’t receive the order to start the attack. 
Liu Sheng, deputy general and the Count of Anyuan, was the commander of the main camp 
and heard the noise outside. He was very surprised and came out of the camp to investigate. 
He was shocked to see that several thousand troops had left the camp and was rushing toward 
the enemy camp. Liu Sheng was incensed and thought someone was attacking without an 
order. But after he saw clearly the banner of the commander of the cavalry troops, his irritation 
vanished. 


That was the banner of His Majesty the Emperor. 


That was a grave matter. If something happened it would not be a joke. Liu Sheng 
immediately ordered the troops from the main camp, without forming, to follow the emperor 


for a general attack! 


The man who started the confusion was indeed Zhu Di. After he sent his messenger to 
Aruytai’s army he had been watching his enemy’s movements. Aruytai’s delay tactic surely 
wouldn't escape his eyes. One needed to know that he was an expert of intrigues. To gain time, 
in the past he even feigned madness. In this regard, Aruytai wouldn’t be able to qualify as his 
student. 


When he found the enemy didn’t give a timely reply and the formation seemed to be 
changing, he acutely sensed that the enemy was preparing for action. As to attack or flee, that 
wasn’t important. The truly important thing was that the opportunity had to be grasped to 
deliver a severe blow to the enemy. 

Thus he didn’t mind to inform the back and led several thousand cavalry rushing toward 
the enemy camp! Under him each of his cavalry man was unusually brave. Each fought like 
ten. They had to know the one who led the charge was the emperor! That was not an ordinary 
man. Usually the divine dragon didn’t even show his tail. As high as the Son of Heaven, he 
now even took up his sword to charge with ordinary soldiers and even went ahead of them. If 
a leader exemplified leadership, who would not fight to give his life? 


Charging together with the emperor, it would be worth it even if one died. 


The power of an exemplar is limitless. Encouraged by Zhu Di’s action, the Ming troops 
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rushed into the enemy camp like a tiger coming downhill. They killed the Mongol soldiers like 
mad. Even Zhu Di wielded his sword to kill the enemy. To put up a better show in front of the 
emperor, soldiers naturally exerted more. After charging two or three times, Aruytai’s army 
completely collapsed. Aruytai led the fleeing. He was also very efficient at fleeing. Just one run 
brought him away nearly one hundred lis. He thought he was safe but the Ming army was hot 
on his trail and followed him for the kill. Aruytai was thoroughly exhausted when he fled back 
to Qujing, he stopped to take a rest. But the Ming army was there before he even had time to 
sit down. It was another slaughter. Aruytai fled immediately without uttering anything. 
Finally, driven by his strong desire to live, he escaped. But his men were almost entirely 


annihilated. 


After the victory, Zhu Di returned. Tartar essentially disintegrated after this blow. The 
Khan was killed and the strength was greatly reduced. Aruytai was miserable under Ming’s 
military strikes. He was harassed and hurried all over the places but couldn’t get any help. Out 
of hope, finally in the winter of year eight of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1410), he paid tribute to 
Ming and indicated he was willing to obey Ming. 


After this war, the northern Mongol tribes were all very frightened. Ming’s military action 
showed them that the powerful neighbor was not to be offended. He would strike you as he 


wished, without reservation. 


Although Zhu Di’s expedition didn’t completely solve the issues, it dealt a heavy blow to 
the hostile forces and achieved a long period of peace for the northern border (at least he 
thought so). 
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The news of Tartar’s defeat shocked many Mongol tribes. They were surprised the core of 
Mongols led by the Golden Lineage was such fragile. But among them, one tribe was very 
pleased with the result. The tribe was Wala. 


We have mentioned before there was a deep hatred between Wala and Tartar. The 
animosity probably was beyond what existed among the people themselves. When the Ming 
army attacked, as a tribe of the same race as Tartar, not only did Wala not help, it also 
eliminated the villain Banyashiri for the Ming government. A deed like this naturally got 
rewarded by the Ming government. As a bystander of the war, Wala obtained much benefit. 
But the Ming government didn’t see that soon after, the bystander would turn himself into a 


participant. 


Wala leader Mahamu was a capable ruler. He wasn’t content with the territory he already 
had. Aruytai, his biggest competitor, had been beaten to a jobless vagabond by the Ming army. 
The wastern" Mongolia that was occupied by him thus became a vacuum. Mahamu was a 
man who would take what an opportunity presented. He began to encroach on the territories 
of western Mongolia. In just a few years, Wala’s strength ballooned rapidly. He occupied 
many areas. But Aruytai now had neither soldiers nor generals. He had become an orphan. He 
had to lament to the Ming government. But what he got back every time was words like “I 


know” and “Go back and we’lL let him know”. 


Experiences at school told us that those who made petty reports to teachers usually didn’t 
fare better. Aruytai was no exception. After he made the reports, not only his situation didn’t 
improve, but he was often beaten. And the beating became more severe each time. From now 
on, Tartar was in a very desperate situation. 


It should be noted that what made Aruytai ended up like that was not only attributed to 


'' The original text says “eastern”, but that’s apparently inaccurate because Wala was in the west. 
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Wala’s attacks, but also the acquiescence and supports of the Ming government. As Tartar was 
on the verge of falling, there were unexpected changes in the situation. 

Wala had become too powerful. 

Irrespective of the conflicts between Wala and Tartar, they were after all Mongols. “Peace 
at home before war against invaders” was not just a Chinese tradition. After defeating Tartar, 
Wala’s Mahamu also was contemplating to unite Mongolia and restore the empire. He 


installed Delbeg (a descendant of Ariq Boke of the Golden Lineage) as the Khan and also 
occupied Helin. 


The Ming government finally discovered the bystander had become so powerful that it was 
poised to unite Mongolia. Now Aruytai had been so soundly beaten that he even took his tribe 
to the Great Wall, saying he had no place to live and asked for political asylum. 


Given the situation, the matter had to be taken care of. The Ming government like all the 
governments past and now followed one principle: 


There are neither permanent friends, nor permanent enemies. There are only permanent 
interests. 

The past friends finally became enemies. 

Ming said to Wala: “Go back to where you came from!” 

Wala said: “I won't go.” 

“Tf you don’t go, I’ll beat you!” 


“Come on, I’m not afraid of you!” 


No more waste of words, let the fight begin. 


Wala’s confidence 


It was not a momentary urge when Wala dared to challenge Ming. It had some capital. The 
Western Mongolia under Wala’s control had never been attacked directly by Ming. When 
Ming was attacking Tartar, it took the opportunity and made many gains. With that, it became 
even more audacious and flagrant. Just like a modestly rich family all of a sudden winning a 
lottery of millions, it started to show itself off and wanted to flaunt its wealth to others. 


Mahamu understood that once he broke off with Ming, he had to play for real. But 


Mahamu wasn’t afraid, because he had his own killer weapon, his cavalry. 


At the time, the most powerful cavalry in the Mongolia steppes was no longer Tartar, the 


'? This is a quote uttered by Chiang Kai Sheik, the president of Republic of China in the late 1930s, when facing the problem 
of both resisting the Japanese invasion and the communist insurrection. 
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Mongolia Proper, but Wala. In fact Mongols deserved being called a race on horsebacks. They 
grew up on horsebacks and in their veins there flowed the blood of nomad peoples. Although 
they lost the glory of the past, they still deserved being called the best cavalry. 


Mahamu had closely observed the war between Ming and Tartar. He shrewdly saw that 
the Ming cavalry wasn’t any better than Tartar’s. Ming easily defeated Tartar because the 
Ming army had the momentum and there was a division inside Tartar. 


I’m not going to make that kind of mistake. Wala will lure the enemy deep inside under my 
single command. Then we will launch a sudden attack and destroy the Ming army. We will 


restore Mongolia’s glory! 


Mahamu wasn’t a man who knew only shouting empty slogans. He had prepared a 
detailed battle plan and designated the place for the decisive battle. He was convinced if the 
Ming army was lured into the trap, he would achieve the victory of the battle. 


He almost succeeded. 
The enemy is just ahead! 


Ever since Wala disobeyed Ming’s command and refused to return to Western Mongolia, 
Zhu Di made up his mind to remove this nail. Since childhood, there was only he robbing 
others and others obeying him. Others would have to thank heaven if he didn’t further bully 
them. No one dared to bully him. But now the little Wala dared even to challenge him publicly. 
He had to teach it a lesson. 


In February of year twelve of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414), he once again took an army 
of five hundred thousand on an expedition. Liu Sheng , the Marquis of Anding, and other 
deputy generals were also on the expedition. The great army marched toward Wala in all 
grandeur. 


Zhu Di was an experienced general. He knew very well his cavalry didn’t have any edge 
over the Mongol cavalry in a head on confrontation. After all, his best cavalry was the 
Mongolian Duoyan’s Three Guards. But these men were mercenaries. Now they were going to 
fight in Wala’s territory. The Wala cavalry would certainly be fighting with all effort. Their 
combat ability would be very strong. 

The strength of the cavalry couldn’t be resolved overnight. The all soldier Wala people 
would fully utilize the advantage of this branch of the arms. In addition, he was going to be 
deep inside the enemy territory. The enemy would set up ambushes. How to deal with these 
issues? 


Zhu Di had already prepared counter strategies. He trained a new formation and also 
brought a special force. He was convinced this force would deliver a surprising blow to 
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Mahamu. 


After the army departed, it marched for four months and swept the Wala forces along the 
way. But Zhu Di was surprised, even after he was deep inside the Wala territory, they didn’t 
encounter decent resistance. Zhu Di was different from Qiu Fu. His intuition told him that the 
Wala army was waiting in a certain place for a decisive battle. 


On June 3, General Liu Jiang of the vanguard of the Ming army arrived at the Kanhari Sea 
and discovered a Wala army by accident. He immediately attacked and routed the enemy. He 
also captured some prisoners. According to the prisoners, Mahamu was about a hundred lis 


away at Hulanhusarin (present day Tula River in Mongolia) and they were totally unprepared. 


The generals and soldiers who had marched for months were all very excited. They had 
travelled very far and hoped to smash Wala with a single blow. Now they got the exact 
information about the enemy and they could surprise the enemy. But Zhu Di’s reaction was 


unexpected by everyone. 


After hearing this news, Zhu Di analyzed the information in detail. He also thought the 
enemy was nearby. But the enemy was absolutely not unprepared. But rather they were ready 
for the decisive battle. Thus he ordered his troops not to act without caution. 


His men were all dismayed upon hearing this. But they didn’t dare to violate the emperor’s 
order. But unexpectedly, soon after, Zhu Di changed his mind. He ordered the army to march 
forward with added speed. The generals were very happy but also confused. What is the 
emperor thinking? 


Zhu Di was in an uncertain state of mind. 


His long military experience told him, based on all the indications, Wala’s army was 
intentionally luring their enemy to go deep. The vanguard army defeated by Liu Jiang was 
obviously the lure released by Wala. If they continued to advance further, they would meet 
Wala’s ambush. 


The best way was certainly to wait Wala to come to fight right here. But that was 
impossible. 


As an army deep inside the enemy territory, finding the main force of the enemy and 
fighting a decisive battle was the key. There was only that much provision. He could not 


afford to spend time here. 
There’s no other choice. 


The enemy is ahead waiting for us. Let’s do it. Even if it’s the tiger’s den, we have to probe 
it! 
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Even more, I have my killer weapon. 


Ill still go up there, even if there is a tiger up there! 


A hundred lis ahead, Hulanhusarin! 


Now the Wala leader Mahamu was rejoicing in happiness. He looked at the other two 
leaders of the tribe, Taiping, and Boluo, and couldn’t suppress his excitement. Under his 
careful plan, Wala saved its strength and amassed the tribe’s most powerful cavalry of thirty 
thousand. He set up the trap in Hulanhusarin and waited for the arrival of the Ming army. 


Mahamu had a good reason to choose Hulanhusarin as the battleground. Around 
Hulanhusarin, there were many hills, which were useful to hide cavalry. In addition, there was 
a big advantage with cavalry hiding in the hills. Once the Ming army appeared, they could 
charge downward, aided by the slopes of the hills. They would be able to break the formation 
of the Ming army in an unstoppable charge. If the formation of the Ming army was in disarray, 
it wouldn’t matter regardless how numerous they were. They had to submit to his unmerciful 
killing. 

Mahamu was right. Although he certainly didn’t study physics and didn’t know the 
concept of kinetic energy, by placing the cavalry at high ground, it would indeed produce a 
very powerful thrust. If the Ming army didn’t have means against it, the formation would 
certainly be cut into parts. Then the parts wouldn’t be able to work together to generate a 
powerful fighting force. It would disintegrate into loose sand. 


That was really the best that Mahamu could come up with. Fortifying the defense, leaving 
nothing to the enemy, luring the enemy inside, taking the high ground, and routing the enemy 
in one strike, that was like a complete action movie. The first four actions were the prelude and 
the last one was the ending. But to achieve a perfect ending, there must be a precondition in 
this action move. That was, when the Wala army charged down from the high ground, the 


Ming army “has no means against it”. 


The Ming army is already in my bag! Soon after, Wala and me, Mahamu, will become the 


new leader of Mongolia! 


Unfortunately the Ming commander Zhu Di was just a man who “has the means”. He 
found his means when he rose up in Beiping. He found his means at the Battle of White Gorge 
River. When he was in Shandong and in a limbo, he still found his means. 


Without means, he wouldn’t have been able to come to this point. 
On June 7, he came to Hulanhushrin with his means. He came to the battlefield arranged 


for him by Mahamu. 
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Looking at the surroundings, Zhu Di felt a chill in his spine. Just as he imagined, this place 
featured hills and unfriendly terrain and it was a second to none choice for an ambush. 


Regardless, this is the place for the decisive battle. 


When that mighty and large army came into his view, Mahamu felt a strong sense of 
excitement. Behind him, an army of thirty thousand was waiting for his order to charge down 
the hill and defeat the Ming army, completely defeat the Ming army! 


One step away from success! 


What made Mahamu more excited was that the vanguard of the Ming army was not the 
elite cavalry, but rather infantry. Heaven is on my side, if a break is created, the Ming army 
wont be able to resist my attack. 


Although the Ming army was still at a distance, after carefully observing the formation of 
the Ming army, Mahamu felt he had the certain victory. He issued the order for the general 
attack! Thirty thousand cavalry charged down from the hill, like a ferocious tiger, rushing to 
the Ming army under the hill. Battle cries echoed throughout the land, horses neighed and the 
sound shocked the earth and sky. Mahamu proudly commanded his force up the hill and 
waited for the cavalry to smash the Ming army with this single charge. 


Victory is in sight! 
But soon after the Wala cavalry started the charge, the seemingly one sided battle situation 
suddenly changed unexpectedly! 


Assault! The Smart Weapons Brigade! 


Once discovering the Wala army’s attack, the Ming army immediately changed its 
formation. The infantry that was at the front of the columns withdrew to the flanks from the 
middle. From the center there emerged a unit that filled the void. 


The unit was different from Ming’s cavalry and infantry. In their hands they didn’t hold 
sabers or long swords, but rather blunderbusses. 


After forming, the soldiers aimed their blunderbusses to the approaching Wala cavalry. 
They were waiting the order from their commander Liu Sheng. 


Wala cavalry men noticed the change of formation of the Ming army. But they didn’t care 
much. They continued to drive the horses to charge forward. 


Now on the hill Mahamu also saw the scene. Unlike the men under him, he was one who 
had seen the world. The sudden change of the Ming army’s formation caused his hair to stand 
on end and blood to congeal. From the top of his lung, he cried: “It’s the Smart Weapons 
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Brigade! Comeback 
It was already too late. 


Liu Sheng, the commander of the center, issued his order. Thousands of guns opened fire. 
The Wala cavalrymen, hot on the charge, never thought there could be such a heavy blow. 
Many were wounded and fell. The loss was heavy. All of a sudden in the battlefield horses 
tumbled and men were thrown into the air. It was a very bloody scene. 


But the battle was already on and the charge had already started. How could one go back, 
all one could do was fight to the end! 


Thus the remaining Wala cavalrymen charged even more desperately to the Ming army. 


That was the best choice the Wala cavalry could make in a battlefield. Because the 
blunderbusses used by the Ming army needed to reload the powder, which required time. 
Thus after the initial round of shooting, there was a momentary silence in the battlefield. 


Seeing this, the Wala cavalrymen were ecstatic. They thought if they were able to charge 
into the Ming formation, they would be able to defeat the Ming army and achieve a complete 
victory. 

But now, there was once again an unexpected change in the battlefield. 


The Wala army was on the verge of charging into the Ming formation. Just at that moment, 


the Ming army changed its formation for the second time! 


After the round of synchronized shooting, there was no panic in the Smart Weapons 
Brigade to reload the powder. On the contrary, they immediately withdrew their 
blunderbusses and quickly retreated to the flanks of the formation in good order. Then the 
large columns of Ming cavalry immediately charged up from behind. The columns were 
divided into three units. The left was command by unit generals Li Bin and Tan Qing, the right 


was command by unit general Wang Tong, and the center was commanded by Zhu Di himself. 


Under Zhu Di’s command, the Ming army’s left and right flanks attacked the Wala 
cavalry’s flanks. Zhu Di was even more intrepid and bold than usual. He once again led the 
army charge into enemy formation. He wielded his saber to kill the Wala cavalry and fought 
fiercely against the enemy. 


Pity the Wala cavalry that charged down from the hill, they had run such a distance and 
when they came to the Ming army they saw that the dense troops suddenly dispersed. Before 
the Wala army realized what happened, its left and right flanks were already under fierce 
attacks by the Ming army and the Ming army facing them in the front was even fiercer. They 
were surrounded and being beaten. The goats that a moment ago seemed to not be able even 
to sustain a slight strike now had become hungry wolves. All these put the Wala army in an 
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extremely awkward situation. An army of thousands thus was annihilated. 


The Wala leader Mahamu was a smart man. Seeing the situation was bad, he immediately 
took flight and the loose Wala army also headed back. Note, although the nomad cavalrymen 
fought fiercely, when they ran, they were not unlike all others. Rather they ran even faster. 


The Ming army won a big victory in this battle. “Dozens of princes were killed” (don’t 
know whose sons). More than ten thousand Wala soldiers were killed or wounded. Usually, if 
he ran away, that would be it. But the problem was the commander of the Ming army was Zhu 
Di. He inherited the good trait of Comrade Zhu Yuan Zhang and took in heart the creed of 
doing things, “do all, or do nothing”. He continued to chase Mahamu. 


The Ming army kept pursuing and Mahamu couldn’t lament enough. After running for 
over a hundred lis, he still couldn’t extricate himself from the enemy’s chase. That wouldn’t be 
a long term solution. In addition, being chased like that was also disgraceful. Thus Mahamu 
summoned up his courage and collected his army to fight the Ming army again. In our today’s 
words, that was about saving someone’s face. 


But Zhu Di didn’t spare any face to him. It was his very wish to get the Wala army to 
regroup. The Ming army was unstoppable and routed the Wala army. Mahamu was very 


decisive. He immediately took flight. 


Mahamu continued his flight and the Ming army kept up with the pursuit. He ran all the 
way to the bank of Tula River. Seeing he couldn’t get a clean escape, he played a dirty trick. He 
got rid of Taiping and Boluo, brothers of travails and sufferings, by asking them to fight a rear 
guard and then fled. 


But on Zhu Di’s side, it was not an easy affair as well. Although the pursuit was going well, 
an incident that took place amid the chase really terrified Zhu Di. 


When the chase began, the Ming army adopted the strategy of fighting confusion with 
confusion. They divided and chased the Wala army. There was no problem with the strategy. 
But one man was too excited and almost created a disaster. 


The man was Zhu Di’s chamberlain Li Qian. He was also among the men who were beating 
on those who were already down. But because he worked too hard, he went deep inside the 
enemy territory. He was surrounded by the Wala army. By no means Li Qian was a man of 
significance. His death would mean nothing. But alongside him there was a man named Zhu 
Zhan Ji. 

Zhu Zhan Ji was Zhu Di’s grandson and Zhu Gao Chi’s son. Thus he was the Imperial 
Crown Grandson. Since childhood, Zhu Zhan Ji had been smart and clever. Zhu Di didn’t like 
his disabled son Zhu Gao Chi. But he loved Zhu Zhan Ji. Due in large part to having a clever 
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son, Zhu Gao Chi was able to become an emperor. 


Zhu Di had always been training Zhu Zhan Ji as the future successor. He hoped to take the 
opportunity to allow Zhu Zhan Ji to see the world and gain some experience, thus on this 
expedition he took Zhu Zhan Ji with him. 


Although it was said so, the intent was to train him. Just like today’s leaders going to the 
fields to experience everyday life and on the job training, he was not supposed to go into a 
combat doing real fight. Zhu Di liked taking a weapon to hack men because he had been in 
that sport for a long time and very experienced at it. He was also good at evasive action so that 
he could hack others and not being hacked. But Zhu Zhan Ji was still a fledgling youth. He 
was brought out to take a tour. But the fledgling youth knew no bounds. Hot headed, he 
followed Li Qian to play hero. 


When Zhu Di discovered Zhu Zhan Ji was absent from his side. He was dumbfounded. 
Chill flew through his spine. It didn’t matter if the battle was won or lost. If the battle was lost, 
it could be fought again. But if he lost his successor, that was a loss that couldn’t be paid back. 
He exploded and immediately sent men to find out where Zhu Zhan Ji and Li Qian had gone. 
When he learned that they had pursued the enemy to the Mouth of Nine Dragons, he urgently 
sent troops to reinforce to get his grandson back. Perhaps Heaven was on his side, amid the 
confusion, the Wala army didn’t know they had trapped a significant figure. When they saw 
the reinforcement, they scattered and ran away. 


Zhu Zhan Ji returned safely. But chamberlain Li Qian dared not to return. He was terrified 
and sensed he had committed a grave fault. He committed suicide even before Zhu Di started 
to charge him with a crime. 


Despite there was this minor interlude, in this battle, the Ming army still managed to 
completely defeat the main Wala army. Hence after for decades, Wala didn’t dare to challenge 
the Ming army. The border became peaceful for a period of time. 


A great man of modern time once described the relationship between war and peace in this 
way: 
One battle can yield a decade’s peace. 


It’s the veritable truth. It’s applicable to the past and present. 


Post war postmortem 


Now we will conduct a postmortem on this battle. Before the meeting begins, it’s necessary 
for us to make clear the necessity and agenda. After all, it’s not easy to invite both Comrades 
Zhu Di and Mahamu to the meeting. To save everyone’s time, we begin now: 
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Although the Battle of Hulanhushrin was not a decisive battle, it’s still worthy of study. In 
this seemingly ordinary battle, there were some secrecy and rules about the Ming army’s 
fighting, which should be carefully studied. 


In this meeting, we mainly discuss two issues. First, why was the Ming army victorious? 


First, Comrade Mahamu, please don’t stand up and don’t get excited. We all know what 
happened, the defeat was a fact. As to the detailed analysis, let me do it. 


Please note that the outcome of a war is decided by many factors. Previously we have 
illustrated that the Ming cavalrymen’s individual capability would not guarantee the victory 
over the Wala cavalry. But why the Ming army was able to defeat Wala, who had the edge in 


terms of time and terrain? 


That was because the Ming army commanded by Zhu Di had a few high quality units of 
high technical combat tactics. It’s too complicated to study the tactics, which we’ll discuss later. 
Let’s first examine the high quality units of the Ming army: the Three Brigades. 


The Three Brigades were the units organized by Comrade Zhu Di. The units were also the 
most elite troops of Ming. They were: The Brigade of Five Armies, The Brigade of Three 
Thousand, and the Smart Weapons Brigade. 


First, let’s take a look at the Brigade of Five Armies, which didn’t mean it consisted of five 
branches of the army. In fact, the Brigade of Five Armies was a combination of cavalry and 
infantry. It consisted of the center, the left, the inner left, the inner right, and the right 
reconnaissance. The unit was organized from elite units from various places. It was the main 
attack force. 


Next, let’s look at the Brigade of Three Thousand. As we have said above the Brigade of 
Five Armies was the main attack force of the Ming army. Then why was it necessary to set up 
the Brigade of Three Thousand? That was because the Brigade of Three Thousand was 
different from the Brigade of Five Armies. It consisted of mainly the defected Mongol cavalry. 
In other words, the Brigade of Three Thousand consisted of actually mainly mercenaries. 


It was named the Brigade of Three Thousand because when the unit was organized, most 
of it consisted of the three thousand Mongol cavalrymen. Of course as the unit grew, the actual 
number was more than three thousand. The Brigade of Three Thousand was different from the 
Brigade of Five Armies. It consisted of entirely cavalry. Although the cavalry unit didn’t 
number that many, it was the most powerful cavalry Zhu Di had. In battles it mainly played 
the role of assault. 


Finally let’s introduce Zhu Di’s most special unit, the Smart Weapons Brigade. 


We say it’s special because the weapons used by the unit were cannon and blunderbusses. 
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In the Ming era, people called these firearms smart cannon. Many nomad cavalrymen died 
due to these smart cannon. Don’t cry, Comrade Mahamu, after all, things had passed. 


It could be said the unit was Ming government’s artillery unit. There was a very profound 
reason for Comrade Zhu Di to organize such a unit. 


We can see Comrade Zhu Di nodding his head. Make no mistake, during the War of 
Cleansing the Court, Comrade Zhu Di used mainly cavalry. But Mr. Sheng Yong deployed a 
lot of firearms to assault him and his army, which produced very bad influences. Even 
Comrade Zhu Di himself for several times almost lost his life in the combats. 


That taught Comrade Zhu Di a profound lesson. Later when he organized the forces, he 
specifically organized such a unit that specialized in firearms. It was this unit that played a 
great role in the battle at Hulanhusharin. 


OK, we have introduced Zhu Di’s high quality units. But those were not the main reason 


for his victory. The real secret for the Ming army’s victory was their battle tactics. 
Next we study the second issue: What kind of tactics did the Ming army use? 


It may be surprising to many. The tactics used by the Ming army was very advanced. Then 
to what level did the tactics advance? 


To be fair, Ming’s tactics can’t be said as more than several hundred years advanced than 


the rest of the world. But looking at the globe, at least at the time, no one else could match it. 


That’s absolutely not nonsense. There is sufficient evidence. Everyone, please sit tight and 
let us describe in detail the development of the Ming army’s advanced battle tactics. 


In Zhu Yuan Zhang’s era, Ming had the very best generals like Xu Da, Change Yu Chun, 
and Li Wen Zhong. The use of cavalry by these men could be said as unmatched in a 
generation. Even the Mongols whose rise depended on using cavalry were beaten to the bones 
by them. But besides their cavalry, Ming also had another killer ability, firearms. 


In fact, after the Chinese invented gun powder, they didn’t stop just at making firecrackers. 
After nearly a hundred years of changes and improvements, in Zhu Yuan Zhang’s Ming army, 
firearms, including cannon and blunderbusses, had been used in large scales. Comparing to 
Xu Da and others who were good at using cavalry, Zhu Yuan Zhang also had a large number 
of generals who were also good at using firearms. Among them, the best were Deng Yu and 
Mu Ying. 

Deng Yu preferred to using firearms. In the defense of Hongdu, his men used firearms to 
inflict heavy damages to Chen You Liang’s army. But in Zhu Yuan Zhang's era, the one who 


used firearms to an unmatched success was not him, but Mu Ying. 
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In the era in which stars shined, Mu Ying was not as glaring as Xu Da and others. But he 
was a very good general. In year fourteen of Martial Splendor, he followed Fu You De and Lan 
Yu to attack Yunnan. Not being the commander-in-chief, his name was nonetheless just next to 
Lan Yu’s. That showed he was not an average man. A year later, Yunnan was suppressed. Fu 
You De and Lan Yu were ordered to go back to the capital. Zhu Yuan Zhang ordered Mu Ying 
to remain their temporarily to govern Yunnan. By contemporary explanation, it was a 
temporary arrangement. But as time went by Mu Ying never got the opportunity for another 
job. Slowly, from a temp he became a contractor and remained in Yunnan. 


After his death, his descendants also remained in Yunnan. They executed the long term 
contract of governing Yunnan signed between Zhu Yuan Zhang and their ancestor. From then 
on the Mus became the governor of Yunnan. But the term of the contract was a bit long, two 


hundred sixty years, until the end of Ming. 
It was on this land that Mu Ying created his special battle tactics using firearms. 


Yunnan of Mu Ying’s era was absolutely not the City of Springs’ and tourist meccas we see 
today. In fact, the Yunnan at the time was still a desolate and wild land. There were many 
ethnic minorities, whose main daily activity was rebellion. There was a dearth of plains in 
Yunnan and cavalry was of no use. Most of the military actions relied on infantry. Ordinarily, 
the unorganized ethnic minorities should not be a match of the well trained Ming infantry. But 
the place produced something special and it was also something the minorities liked, and 


loved to use. 
That special thing was the elephant. 


When we talk about an animal like the elephant, it features thick skins. Although they 
don’t make trouble they are not the ones to be troubled. Even tigers in the hills had to yield to 
them. In those years the elephant tusks were not as valuable. Thus there were many elephants. 
The local minorities always liked to use this special produce when they rebelled. 


The Ming troops rode horses and the rebels rode elephants, how did one fight in such a 
combat? 


There were ways to subdue the elephants, which was to use firearms. Not only were the 
blunderbusses and cannon effective in striking the elephants, the noise produced by the firing 
could also frighten them. In fact that was the only way that the Ming army had against the 
army of elephants. 


But reality was always not that satisfactory. The blunderbusses used in Mu Ying’s time 


were the Martial Splendor blunderbusses, whose range was limited. In addition, after every 


'° City of Springs is the nickname of Kunming of Yunnan today. 
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shot the powder and lead had to be reloaded. It couldn’t maintain a sustained firepower. After 
firing the first shot, the soldiers would usually be trampled to death by the elephants. Mu Ying 
would not be in a business that lost money. 


After numerous failures and reflections, Mu Ying finally created a tactic that was advanced 
enough to subdue elephants. 


Recognizing that the enemy’s elephant forces were at the front, the tactic dictated that the 
blunderbuss troops were lined up in three rows. Once the enemy elephant troops started 
advancing, the first row would fire. Then the second and the third row continued the firing. 
While the second and third rows were firing, the first row would be able to reload at ease. That 
resulted in a sustained powerful firing. 


The creative tactic overcame the shortcomings of the blunderbusses. Three rows fired in 
turn and there was not a moment of pause. That would be enough to turn any enemy, 
including elephants, into funnels. 


It was by using this tactic, that Mu Ying was able to completely suppress the rebellions in 
Yunnan. Because of the regional use of the tactic, it was not widely adopted in the Ming army. 
But that was not enough to deny its great significance in military history. 


A hundred years after Mu Ying invented the three rows tactic of using blunderbusses, the 
Prussian King Frederic II invented a similar three row tactic after studying for a long time. His 
method of formation and deployment was almost identical to that of Mu Ying’s. Later he 
dominated Europe by using this tactic. 


Of course the Prussian King thought he was the deserving inventor of the three row 
formation. If this happened today when rights of inventions and intellectual property rights 
are clearly defined, we have every reason to collect royalties from this king. 


Although Mu Ying’s three row formation of firearms was not widely spread and used in 
the Ming army, we don’t need to feel sorry for it. Soon after, a more powerful and more 
advanced tactic replaced it. A glorious chapter was thus written in Ming’s and even the 


world’s military history. 


The one who invented the tactic was an excellent military strategist. He is the familiar 
Comrade Zhu Di. 


We are also very honored for having invited the inventor to our meeting. Oh, Comrade 
Zhu Di, you don’t have to stand up. Please remain seated. Next we’ll continue to describe the 
new tactic and its usage. 


In Ming’s Perpetual Happiness era, the earlier ferocious generals like Xu Da and Chang Yu 
Chun had all died and the new generation of cavalrymen degenerated in both work ethics and 
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toughness, due to the rising level of living standard (not joking). They were not as good as 
their progenitors. Ming cavalry had lost the strategic edge at the individual level. To overcome 
the impact of the Mongol cavalrymen, whose day job was to roam and pillage, other means of 
force had to be used together. 


Based on the experience in his long term armed struggles, Comrade Zhu Di organized the 
three brigades and also formally introduced artillery into the battle formation of the Ming 
army. He hoped to use firearms to suppress the charge of the Mongol cavalry. But the problem 
was the cavalry was unlike elephant force. Its speed was extremely fast. Because of the limit on 
damage and the shooting distance, as well as the time taken to reload, even if Zhu Di used Mu 
Ying’s three row firearm tactic, he would still not be able to resist cavalry charges. 


Having been through the experiences and the lessons, the Ming army finally found a 
system of battle tactics that could be effectively used against the Mongol cavalry. Yours truly 
has given a name to the system of tactics used by the Ming army. It is called “A lethal triple 
thrust of hatchet combat system”. 


User’s Manual for “The Lethal Triple Thrust of Hatchet Combat System” 


First of all, | have to admit this name was not of my origination. Rather it was based on a 
weapon “Lethal 3000” from a comedy movie. Many friends may have seen this movie. The so- 
called “Lethal 3000” weapon system consists of tools like a machete, lime powder, poison, and 
ropes. The usage of it is rather complicated and varies. For example, one has to toss the lime 
powder to blind the opponent's eyes, then hack with the machete, or use the poison, etc. 


I am borrowing the name not for the purpose of making fun, but on the contrary, I am very 
serious. In my opinion, the “Lethal 3000” weapon system can be aptly used to illustrate the 
features of the Ming army’s combat system in the Perpetual Happiness era. 


The triple hatchet method of the Ming army was based on the Three Brigades. Similar to 
the Lethal 3000 weapon system, the Ming army made sensible adjustments and organization of 
the strength of the Three Brigades in order to overcome the Mongol cavalry. 


The so-called triple hatchet combat system was operated like this. First, once the Mongol 
cavalry was discovered, the troops of the Smart Weapons Brigade would immediately form to 
the front, as well as got ready to fire the cannon and blunderbusses. They would fire in 
synchronization under a single command. The synchronized shooting was the first strike to 
the Mongol cavalry, which was the first hatchet thrust. 


After the shooting was done, the Smart Weapons Brigade would immediately withdraw to 


the sides of the column. Then the cavalry from the Three Thousand Brigade and the Brigade of 
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Five Armies would fill the void to assault the Mongol cavalry that had been severely wounded. 
That was the second thrust of the hatchet by the Ming army. 


After the assault by the cavalry, the infantry from the Brigade of Five Armies commenced 
attack. They often carried cavalry weapons (for example, spears) that had been fitted for 
infantry use to launch the final round of assault to the Mongol cavalry. That was also the last 
thrust of the hatchet by the Ming army. 


As we can see, this was a complete combat system. After the Ming army used firearms to 
suppress the enemy’s cavalry to blunt its advance, a counter assault was immediately 
launched, and then infantry was used to solidify the position. The operation of the system 
might vary depending on the situation of the battlefield. Its detailed work process was also far 
more complicated, such as the changes of the formations of different kinds of combat units. 
But overall the process was the same. 


Thanks to this combat system, the Mongol cavalry, whose main strength was its charge, 
lost to the Ming army. Regardless how powerful and aggressive was a cavalry, it would not be 
able to withstand the triple thrusts. The wicked “Lethal Triple Hatchet Thrust Combat System” 
often inflicted big pains on the Mongols, but they could do nothing against it. 


In addition, the weapons used by the Ming army were also unique. According to study, the 
Ming cavalry’s weapon was different from that of the Mongol cavalry’s. Some Ming 
cavalrymen didn’t use sabers, but used rather a more powerful and unique weapon, maces. 


Although cavalrymen mostly used curved sabers, according to the researches of modern 
scientists, when cavalrymen moving at high speed fighting the enemy cavalry, the ones who 
used maces had the edge. That’s because maces have a wider striking range. It’s easy to use. 
Sabers have just one sharp edge, but maces are round with iron spikes all around and would 
inflict damages when any part of it touches the enemy. Also, it functions like a club. Its power 
can match the triangular bayonet, which is the top weapon used in street fights now. 


The cost of mass producing maces was also cheaper. There was no uniform standard. By 
mounting iron nails and spikes on a club, one could be made in minutes. It was simple and 
easy to use. It also allowed one to be creative. If one with a dark psycho mounted reverse 
hooks or thorns on it, you’d lose your skin if you could avoid death. It would indeed be 


dreadful. It was cheap with ample supply, so they kept using it. 


Summarizing the above analysis, we can see that the victory of the Ming army was not a 
matter of luck. Behind the glorious battle results, there were the research and development of 
advanced weapons, scientific analysis of tactics, and the careful planning of the combat details. 
They were the results of the toils of the researchers of military battle tactics. 
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Thus in my view, it is an absolute truth that science and technology are the main propeller 


of advancement. 


Similar to the triple row formation of Mu Ying’s we’ve introduced previously, the tactic 
used by Zhu Di also had many clones in later generations. 


More than three hundred years later, a short man began to use a tactic similar to Zhu Di’s. 
His tactic can be summarized in three sentences: first, artillery bombardment, then, cavalry 
thrust, and last, infantry charge. 


We can see his tactic was similar to the Ming army’s tactic of the Zhu Di era. By using this 
tactic, he conquered most of Europe and eventually found the same kind of job as Zhu Di’s, 


emperor. 


The short man was France’s Napoleon Bonaparte. The unique and mobile combo tactic of 


artillery and cavalry was his capital that awed the world. 
There are always some commonalities among geniuses. 


Having been this far, it’s time to end the meeting. I hope everyone has learned something 
from the postmortem meeting on Ming tactical thoughts and skills. If so, the meeting will not 
be a waste of time. 


One more thing, I almost forgot to mention the most important thing. In above we have 
outlined the Ming army’s tactical thoughts and combat techniques. Although those are some 
of the important factors that contributed to the Ming army’s victory, advanced weapons and 
tactics are not the decisive factors of the outcome of a war. In fact, since ancient time to now, 
all the wins and losses of wars follow a very basic principle: 


What decided the outcome are the men who are in the war. 


Mahamu lost. His provocative actions eventually resulted in him getting a lesson in return. 
Once he saw he didn’t have the strength to resist Ming, he followed Aruytai’s footsteps, 
submitted and paid tributes to Ming in year thirteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1415). 


Overall, Mahamu was a relatively trustworthy man. At least he was better than Aruytai. Or 
it could be said he was more insightful about the situation. Probably the bloody loss was a 
heavy blow to his heart, he never affronted the Ming boarder again for the rest of his life. That 
was surely a good thing. But according to history, he was not idle. From then on he put all of 
his energy into educating his sons and grandsons. 


Obviously, he recognized the most important factor, that by the current economic and 
technological strength, Wala was not a match against Ming. But he also understood advanced 
weapons and tactics could never ensure victories. Commanders and the men who went into 
the battles were the most important key. 
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In fact, he indeed raised a next generation that could be considered as exceptional talents. 


His son was Tohun, who twenty years later killed Tartar leader Aruytai and eventually 


united Mongolia. 


His grandson was Erson. What this dude did was even bolder than his daddy. He did even 
bigger earth shaking things. He also had a more widely known name, Esen. 
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A Monarch’s Assets 


Zhu Di’s imperious and enveloping military campaigns against the Mongol tribes 
effectively deterred Wala and Tartar. After a triumphant campaign against Wala in year 
twelve of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414), the boarders of the Ming finally had some peace. 
Wala was on its last breath and Tartar still had a lingering fear. The saying “no beat, no submit” 
and “no beat once submitted” are very applicable here. In this way, Zhu Di, the great Emperor 
Perpetual Happiness, by force, created a good environment for his people to live. Now the 
assembly of the Grand Encyclopedia had finished, boarders were peaceful, and the foreign 
countries around came in droves to pay tribute to the Ming emperor. Great Ming was enjoying 
an unprecedented glory. 


By the arduous labor of the father Zhu Yuan Zhang and the son Zhu Di, Ming was at its 
peak in both civil and military strength. A prosperous, wealthy, and thriving country once 
again appeared in the land of China. This was certainly Zhu Di’s accomplishment. But the real 
reason was the good foundation laid in the Zhu Yuan Zhang era. Zhu Yuan Zhang was like a 
dutiful housemaid. He already created the policies for his descendants for them to abide by. 


In fact Zhu Di still continued his father’s system. But Zhu Di also added his own inventions. 
Below we will describe several new agencies that appeared under Zhu Di’s rule. These 
agencies had a profound impact to Ming later. These were also the results of Zhu Di’s arduous 


labor. They were creations that superseded his ancestor’s and they are worthy of mentioning. 
We start with the most important one. 


This was a brand new agency and was set up by Zhu Di himself. But Zhu Di, the creator of 
the new agency, never could even dream that decades later it would grow into a terrible 
behemoth that would threaten the emperor’s position and power. 


The agency was the Cabinet. 


In year one of Perpetual Happiness, Zhu Di, who worked near to death by the ennui of 
state affairs, could bear it no more. He finally had a taste of his daddy Zhu Yuan Zhang’s 
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efficiency and work ethic. Even when he put in all of his energy and worked day and night, he 
still couldn’t have everything done. In this circumstance, he named Xie Jin and six others as 
the imperial cabinet scholars to handle state affairs. 


The seven formed the first cabinet of Ming. Thereafter, on everything about war, personnel, 
and even choosing the crown prince, Zhu Di had to consult with the seven to make decisions. 
Its responsibility and power was not insignificant. 


But surprisingly, the rank of the cabinet members was only grade five, far lower than those 
of the ministers, deputy ministers, and other imperial officials. That was carefully arranged by 
Zhu Di. He was wary of the Cabinet. To prevent the power of the seven from growing too 
large, he purposefully lowered the rank of the cabinet members. He seemed to think by that he 
would be able to effectively control the Cabinet. 


But the latter facts proved he was wrong. 


No one predicted the unnoticeable small agency would eventually become the center of the 
rule of Ming. The cabinet members, whose ranks were only grade five, would become the 
leaders of the official corps. More unbelievably, the life of the agency was even longer than 
Ming, the dynasty! 

It had become to a system from an agency. It continued for over five hundred years 


afterward and became a very important part of China’s imperial political system. 


In our latter descriptions, this agency will often appear in our texts. Numerous numbers of 


loyal, treacherous, and nefarious officials would show their lives on this stage. 


The Cabinet was important. But the notoriety of the next agency far exceeded it. For 
hundreds of years, the agency that was created by Zhu Di to serve a special purpose had 
always been shrouded in mystery. Its name was also often associated with evil and intrigues. 


The name of the agency was the East Yard. 


We have previously mentioned Guards in Brocade, a special agency. Although it was once 
abolished by Zhu Yuan Zhang, it was reinstated soon after Zhu Di took the throne. The reason 
was simple, Zhu Di needed special agents. 


For a man like Zhu Di, who took power by rebellion, he felt vulnerable in his heart, 
although he didn’t say it through his mouth. Those who caballed always thought others were 
always caballing against him. To more effectively monitor the officials, he reinstated Guards in 
Brocade. 


But soon after, Zhu Di thought Guards in Brocade was also not easy to handle. After all, 
these men were all of well-born and also close to the officials. With a scientific spirit of 
suspicious of everything and negative on everything, Zhu Di thought these men were also 
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unreliable. 
It then became problematic. If the special agents were not reliable, who else would be? 
Eunuchs. 


The eunuchs are the most reliable. Although these guys are illiterate and have bodily defect 
(of top grade), and most of them are psychologically abnormal (understandable), they all have 
helped me to usurp the throne. They have always been by my side. Thus it’s not a problem to 
trust them. 


Let it be so. Create an agency run by eunuchs and report directly to me. They are 
responsible for collecting information. They report to me and take commands from me. As to 
the office, situate it at the East Gate of Peace. It’s also more convenient to manage. 


As to the name, given that its headquarters is at the East Gate of Peace, then let it be known 
as the East Yard. 


In year eighteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1420), Zhu Di created the East Yard. The 
largest intelligence agency thus made its appearance on the stage of history. The scope of its 
power, the villainous acts it committed, and the disrepute of its name have rarely been 
matched. 


Because its offices were located at the East Gate of Peace, it was named the East Yard. If 
interested, those of you who live in Beijing may want to go to the original location to take a 
look. The actual location is at the northern part of the Wangfujing Street. Its name remains the 
East Yard Alleyway. 


Even at its inception, the East Yard had its grandeur, which was mainly shown by its 
official seal. The seals of other agencies had only the names of the agencies, but the seal of the 
East Yard was very different. In particular, it was fourteen words: “Seal of the Official 
Verification Service of Imperial Commissioned Superintendent General of the East Yard”. 
Although the grammar wasn’t there it was stylish. In my opinion, a seal like this is also 
effective against forgery. After all, a private street forger has to use much more effort to carve 
these many words. It would be also more expensive. 


Initially the East Yard was only responsible for investigations and authority to arrest 
without trial. A suspect arrested had to be sent to the northern district office of Guards in 
Brocade to be tried. But later, to make it convenient in facilitating false accusations, trials, and 
verdicts, and in the spirts of “I gotta have what others don’t have and I gotta have what others 
do have”, acting proactively, the East Yard also created its own prison. 


The East Yard had positions like knight of a thousand, knight of a hundred, supervisor, 
manager, and office inspector. But the ones who did the actual work were the runner 
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supervisor and the runners on duty. They had broad responsibilities on everything. They 
monitored everything and checked everything. When a tribunal conducted trials, the East 
Yard sent observers. Every government agency had men from the East Yard present at work 
hours. Files of the Six Ministries were scrutinized by the East Yard. In addition, to everyone’s 
astonishment, these men also were responsible for monitoring the markets. Even matters like 
the daily prices of cabbages and carrots were recorded and filed. 


These men were ubiquitous, not only did they spy on the officials, but also their partners, 


and Guards in Brocade. That was a good indication of their power. 


In leading such a large agency and possessing such enormous power, the head of the East 
Yard thus became a position envied by everyone. But there was an inherent condition for 
someone to be in such a position: he must be a eunuch (well, no loss, no gain). 


The head of the East Yard was called the seal-keeping eunuch of the East Yard. He was the 


number two man among the eunuchs. 


The number one man naturally was the well-known seal-keeping eunuch of the 
Inspectorate of Rites. 


After collecting information and bullying ordinary people, the special agents of the East 
Yard also had their own idols to admire and creeds to believe. Next to the main hall at the East 


Yard headquarters, there was a small hall, which was used to enshrine the idol. 
I bet no one can imagine that the idol that had so many East Yard worshipers was Yue Fei". 


Even more ridiculous was the men of the East Yard also erected a memorial arch before the 
front hall. On it they wrote their motto, Forever Let Our Good Names Be Known. 


Letting their good names known forever was something they couldn’t achieve anymore, 
very probably they had left their infamy for perpetuity. And if the pitiable Yue Fei knew there 
were such a bunch of people taking him as an idol, he would not be happy. 


It should be specially pointed out, please don’t believe the wicked lies about the top 
eunuch martial arts masters in The New Dragon Gate Inn’. The real eunuchs of the East Yard 
didn’t have such things as the Treasured Sunflower Book'*®. The arrests and murders and most of 
other actual actions were mostly taken by the ordinary men under the East Yard’s eunuchs. 


Since the creation of the agency, not only the Court officials were out of luck, even Guards 


'* Yue Fei was a Chinese general of early Southern Song, who led the resistance against the Jurchens and was a victim of 
political persecution by the Song emperor and other court officials. He was tried and found guilty of treason and was 
executed. He was widely regarded as one of the most loyal patriots of China and admired as a hero by Chinese in later 
generations. 

' The New Dragon Gate Inn was a popular martial arts TV series. 

'® Treasured Sunflower Book is a martial arts book used by the heroes in the TV show. 
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in Brocade fell into a depression. They were the special agents, but the men of the East Yard 
had become the special agents that monitored the special agents. The position of Guards in 
Brocade was greatly affected. 


Before the creation of the East Yard, being in Guards in Brocade was a promising career. 
Many “youths of ambitions”, based on various motivations, devoted their careers to the 
intelligence service of Ming. But once the East Yard emerged, its momentum overtook that of 


Guards in Brocade. 


The reason was simple. The East Yard reported directly to the emperor and its head, the 
seal-keeping eunuch, was someone close to the emperor and enjoyed unusual relationship 
with the emperor and that was not something the commander of Guards in Brocade could 
have on equal terms. 


Thus in latter development in Ming history, originally on the same level as the East Yard, 
Guards in Brocade gradually became its subordinate. Some commanders of Guards in Brocade 
had to knee down to kowtow when they met the seal-keeping eunuch of the East Yard. 


But there can be exceptions with anything. In the history of Ming’s intelligence agencies, on 
his own capability and effort, one commander of Guards in Brocade dominated over the East 
Yard for the first time. The commander was very formidable. In the years when he was the 
commander, the fame and power of Guards in Brocade far exceeded those of the East Yard. 
Thus things take shapes depending on how people shape them. 


The purportedly most powerful commander in Ming was a very significant figure, who 
exerted great influence and had profound political clout in his era. We will describe his life in 
detail in latter chapters. 


Finally, let us introduce a title that we often hear in TV series, the imperial inspector. 


This should not be a strange name to everyone. The name first appeared in the Perpetual 
Happiness era. It could be attributed to Zhu Di as the inventor. In reality, the imperial 
inspector at that time was a different job from the imperial inspector later. 


As we have described before, in Zhu Yuan Zhang's time, the Secretariat was abolished and 
the Office of Governors was created with its highest officer being the governor, who was in 
charge of the affairs of an entire province. That position was equivalent to the present day 
governor of a province. As was so, it was conventional for the governor being in charge, but 
Zhu Yuan Zhang had a habit of dividing powers. He was absolutely not assured to entrust all 
the powers of a province to just one man. Thus he also set up two other departments, who 


were responsible for the judiciary and military. 


The two departments were the Office of the Executive Prosecutor General and the Office of 
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the Command General, with the top officers being the prosecutor general and the command 
general respectively. 


Old Zhu played such a trick for no other reason than easier control of the affairs of the 
provinces so that the local governments wouldn’t become too powerful. His intention was not 
bad. But the development of the matters later once again was contrary to his expectations. 
Such an action by him exactly confirmed a Chinese saying: 


No water to drink when three monks live together’. 


The responsibilities of the three officials were different, the governor was responsible for 
civil and financial affairs, the prosecutor general was responsible for judicial affairs, and the 
command general was responsible for military affairs. But everyone worked in the capital city 
and saw each other every day. If they couldn’t get along with each other, it would certainly be 
bad and among the three, no one would want to yield to others. It wouldn’t matter much 
during peace time. But if there was a natural disaster like flooding or drought and there was 
no coordination, it was cumbersome. Especially at the time when there were often mass 
activities like peasant rebellions. If there was not a single man for the overall command, 
perhaps when the peasant army attacked the government offices the three would be still 
arguing who should be in charge. 


To deal with the problem of three monks, the central government came up with an idea, 
which was to send someone down to manage the affairs of the province. The man whose title 
was similar to that of an envoy of the central government was called the inspector general. 


It should be pointed out that the central government wouldn't just randomly send a man 
down to be the inspector general. In China, where rank and seniority were very serious 
matters, the ones who got sent down were no ordinary men. Usually, the inspectors general 
were the deputy ministers of the ministries. 


Contrary to many people’s thinking, in the Perpetual Happiness era, there was no such a 
position of inspector general among the ranks of the central government. The so-called 
inspector general was just a temporary position. The original intention of the central 
government was to send someone to take care of the matters. Once the matters were dealt with, 
they would come back and continue to function as a deputy minister. 


But nature didn’t work as men expected. When a senior official from the central 
government went down to the local government, it was easy for him to deal with small 


matters. But if one had to deal with big problems like racial disputes and peasant rebellions, it 


'7 It’s based on folklore. A monk lived in a temple uphill, so he had to get water every morning from the stream below. Later 
a second monk joined him and they took turns to get the water. When a third monk joined them, they argued and no one 
would go down to get water. So they ended up without water to drink. 
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was not something that one could expect to return in a year or so. When these things occur, the 
inspectors general were in trouble. They went here and there and easily could spend over a 
majority part of a year. Once they resolved problems here, troubles came up somewhere else. 
Even peasant labors could go back during the New Year’s Day to celebrate. But many 


overworked inspectors general couldn’t return home for several years. 


Initially portended as a temporary assignment, an inspector general, who had wife and 
children and also had to deal with the issues of like separation and children’s schooling, was 
often gone without returning. Dangling for a long period of time on assignments indeed 
frustrated and exhausted these senior officials. The central government was also bothered. 
Very often as soon as one inspector general just returned, reports came that somewhere 
problems took place and the local government couldn’t deal with it. Another inspector general 
was needed. It turned into cycles and also impacted the management of personnel. Thus in 
latter developments, inspectors general gradually became permanent special envoys from 
being temporary special envoys. The position was still affiliated with the central government 
but the office was local and also one didn’t have to travel back and forth. 


While on the subject of inspector general, we also have to explain two other related 
positions. 


Although inspector general was a senior position, it was not the highest local position. In 
fact, above inspector general, there were two more levels. Only officials at these two levels 


could be the men who played critical roles. 


After the Ming government created the inspector general system, there appeared new 
problems because rebel peasant armies often changed locations, like changing places after 
every shot. That was another kind of guerilla tactic. Ones from Shandong ran to Hebei and 
ones from Hubei went to Hunan. When they were in this kind of situation, the inspectors 
general were in a conundrum. For example, when an inspector general and his troops from 
Zhejiang were on the heels of a rebel army and on the verge of catching them, the peasants 
fled to Fujian. Zhejiang’s inspector general was not familiar with the terrain and it was also 
inconvenient to enter someone else’s territory. He would request the cooperation of the 
Fujian’s inspector general or the command general. If their relationships were good, then it 
would not be an issue. They lent him a hand. But if their relationships were not good, then it 
meant trouble. They might just sneer at him: “Who the hell are you? What’s your name? Why 
should I listen to you?” 


To deal with this kind of situation, the central government had to send an official 
(generally a minister level official) of even higher ranking to local governments to handle the 
matters. His job was to manage the inspectors general. These men were the so-called governor 
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generals. 


A governor general was usually in charge of two provinces or one big province (for 
example, the governor general of Sichuan was only responsible for Sichuan). He had the 


authority over inspectors general. 


Usually matters would be considered solved by now. But policies couldn’t catch up with 
situations. In late Ming, when violent guys like Li Zi Cheng and Zhang Xian Zhong appeared, 
guerilla forces became regular armies. The pageantry was grand, these guys had hundreds of 
thousands of men under them and they would not bother to pay attention to those little 
inspectors general or governors general. Regular armies didn’t play small. When they attacked, 
they attacked cities like provincial capitals. If they made troubles, they disturbed several 
provinces. Even governors general couldn’t handle them. 


Under these circumstances, the highest ranked local officials in Chinese history appeared. 
The vexed Ming government finally had to create a new title, general of commanders. This 
official’s sole responsibility was to supervise the governors general. Wherever the peasant 
armies went, their authorities went with them. Of course, the highest ranked local positions 
were usually held by grand academicians, the highest ranked civilian official of the central 


government. 


The above three types of agencies or positions were all created by Zhu Di in the Perpetual 
Happiness era. Their efficacies were mixed and we explain them here because in latter 
chapters, we also have to frequently deal with them. Thus we need to lay a foundation here. 

In comparison to these systems and agencies, Zhu Di also left something even more 
valuable to his descendants and posterity. It was this valuable thing that enabled not only Zhu 
Di to create the prosperity of Perpetual Happiness, but also sustaining of the prosperity and 
strength after Zhu Di’s death. 


This valuable thing was the human talent. 


Both Zhu Di and Zhu Yuan Zhang were very capable and brilliant rulers in China’s history. 


But overall, Zhu Di was inferior to Zhu Yuan Zhang on almost everything, except on area. 
That was the ability to identify talents. 


Previously we have introduced the three men Zhu Yuan Zhang left to his grandson. Reality 
proved that the three were the veritable book worms and their effectiveness was very limited. 
Zhu Di also left three men to his son and grandson. But the three were totally different from 


the previous Qi and Huang. 
They were truly outstanding and capable talents in managing the country. 


Because the surname of the three was Yang, thus in history they were called “The Three 
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Yangs.” 


They were the most outstanding men of the times. They all had their own special skills. 
They were not only capable, but also shrewd and keen on politics. They lived through four 
emperors without falling. They were of exotic kind. Next, let us in turn introduce their 
legendary lives. 


The first man: learned in classics and upholding virtue, Yang Shi Qi 


If it’s necessary to choose the first founder of the prosperous era of Benevolence and 
Charity, one of the most famous prosperous eras in China’s history, it might not be Emperors 
Benevolence and Charity. The honor had to belong to no other but Yang Shi Qi. Without him, 
Zhu Gao Chi might not be the so-called Benevolent Father of Ming. 


The legendary civilian official was active in reigns of four emperors. He controlled the 
imperial court and had all the glories and grandeur. But he deserved all these. To achieve that 
status, he had paid much too much. 


In year twenty five of Ultimate Justice (AD 1365), Yang Shi Qi was born in Yuanzhou. The 
year was the time when Zhu Yuan Zhang was conducting his revolution. Everywhere was 
ravaged by wars and people had a hard time to eke out a living. To evade famine, Yang Shi 
Qi’s parents took him all over the places. Life was hard. When Yang Shi Qi was a year and half 
old, his father Yang Mei finally got his final relief in a tumultuous world, he died. 


The young Yang Shi Qi didn’t know what grief was, nor did he have time to grieve because 
he still needed to follow his mother everywhere to keep alive. Heaven was just, although He 
didn’t bring a happy childhood to Yang Shi Qi, He gave him a good mother. 


Yang Shi Qi’s mother was a woman of vision. Even when they were roaming around, she 
never forgot to do one thing, to teach Yang Shi Qi to read. In the years when the flames of war 
raged everywhere, she abandoned much of her luggage, but she always carried the book The 
Great Learning. On this I feel ashamed. I read through it only when I was twenty. But Mr. Yang 
Shi Qi could already recite it when he was five. Every time I see this, I exclaim that the new 
society is the better one. If I was born in that era, I would probably still be a juvenile student 
even when I was in my forties or fifties. 


Learning required talent. Yang Shi Qi was very talented. But learning also required another 


more important thing, money. 
Yang Shi Qi didn’t have money, nor did his mother. 
Without money, they couldn’t hire a private tutor, couldn’t learn, couldn’t go to the capital 


to take the exams, and couldn’t take office. In the end, Imperial Exams didn’t just test The Great 
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Learning. 
Poverty stricken, Yang Shi Qi and his mother got to the turning point of his life. 


In year four of Martial Splendor (AD 1371), Yang Shi Qi’s mother remarried. Thus Yang Shi 
Qi had a stepfather, a stern and strict stepfather. 


The stepfather’s name was Luo Xing. He was also Yang Shi Qi’s teacher. 


Luo Xing’s courtesy name was Zi Li. In fact he was not an ordinary person. He was born in 
an aristocratic family. At the time he was already a well-known man. He also held a 
government position. He was honest and unyielding. He was snobbish and proud, and looked 
down on others. 


Curious and timid, Yang Shi Qi moved into Luo Xing’s home. Of course, this was also his 
home. 


Luo Xing was a very strict and proud person. He didn’t show much affection to the boy 
who was not his kin but entered his home together with his newly married wife (or a 
concubine), which seemed to be a very natural thing. 


After joining the Luo family, Yang Shi Qi was forced to change his surname. That seemed 
to be reasonable, for the man who fed you had to have some kind of prerogative. 


Yang Shi Qi thus began his life in this strange environment. Although he had changed his 
surname to Luo, he was still not a child of the family. There were always differences in how he 
was treated. Luo Xing didn’t pay much attention to him. Even the young Yang Shi Qi could 
feel that. All he could do was to be more cautious and not to cause and bring trouble to both 
him and his mother. 


Two years later, an astonishing action by the eight year old Yang Shi Qi changed his life. 


In year six of Martial Splendor (AD 1373), the Luos held a ceremony to worship their 
ancestors. The child Yang Shi Qi was moved. He thought about his dead father and vagrant 
life. He also wanted to worship his father and his loved ones. 


But the shrine of the Luos would not have a place for the Yangs. In addition, if he publicly 
worshipped his own ancestor, his stepfather Luo Xing might not be happy. 


But the eight year old boy didn’t give up. He got some clods from outside and made a 
shrine. He found a corner unfrequented by people and solemnly knelt down and saluted to his 
dead father. 


What Yang Shi Qi didn’t know was what he thought was his private action was seen by a 


man, who was Luo Xing. 


Soon after, Luo Xing summoned Yang Shi Qi and told him he saw his ancestor worship 
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ceremony. He also told him from now on, he would reinstate his surname Yang and no longer 
had to follow him to be a Luo. 


Yang Shi Qi panicked. He thought Luo Xing didn’t want to feed him anymore and would 
kick him out of the family. 


But Luo Xing shook his head and sighed: “My sons are disappointing. I hope in the future 
you will take a little care of them”. 


He then sighed: “You are only eight but you don’t give up on your spirit even when you 
live in another family. You don't’ forget your ancestor. You will be very successful! You don’t 
need to change your surname. You will not bring disgrace to the surname of your father.” 


Luo Xing was right. If one was ambitious, he didn’t have to be an adult. 


Hence after, Luo Xing began to pay special attention to Yang Shi Qi. He also made an effort 
to educate him and provided for his learning. 


If things continued like that, Yang Shi Qi should be able to pass all exams and eventually 
enter the Court to get an office because he possessed the capability. But Heaven would play on 
him. 

Just one year later, Luo Xing was found guilty of crimes and banished to a remote place. 
Yang Shi Qi and his mother’s lives once again were in limbo. But even under such hard 
circumstances, the ambitious Yang Shi Qi didn’t give up his hope. He continued to study 
heard and struggled for his own future. 


Due to poverty, Yang Shi Qi didn’t have the means to go to the capital to take exams in 
search for an achievement and fame like other students. To help the family, he became a 
private country tutor when he was only fifteen. At the time there were many private tutors 
and there were no monopolies. A student paid tuition at the time when entering the school. He 
didn’t have to pay all the tuition at the dean’s office. If he felt the teacher was not good, he 
could leave at any time. Thus the ability of the teacher was the key for his income. More 
students meant more income. Because he was well learned, many people came to be his 
students. But after all, he was in a poor countryside region. His income was still very small. He 
could only manage to feed himself. 

Yang Shi Qi, poverty stricken, lived a parsimonious life with his mother. Soon after, once 
again his own conduct illustrated the meaning of the motto, short on money but not short on 
virtue. 

A friend of Yang Shi Qi’s and his family were also very poor. But he didn’t have a means to 
earn his living. In addition, he had to care for his elderlies. He was struggling. Yang Shi Qi 
went to see him and asked if he had read The Four Books. Although the man was poor, he was 
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learned. He replied he had. Yang Shi Qi indicated at once he could allot half of his students to 
him and also spare half of his income from his tutoring to him. 


His friend was deeply moved because he knew Yang Shi Qi also had his mother to care for 
and he was also very poor. It was so remarkable that in such a circumstance he was still so 
generous. 


Income cut by half, Yang Shi Qi went home and told this story to his mother. He thought 
his mother would be unhappy. After all, their family was already very poor and couldn't 
afford to sustain such kind of disruptions. But surprisingly, his mother happily said to him: “Tf 


{” 


you can do this, I’ve not raised you in vain 


Yes, poor people also had their dignity and honor. It was because of a wise mother like his, 


that later Yang Shi Qi became a celebrated official of a generation. 


In such a way, Yang Shi Qi grew up. He strived despite difficulties. He adhered to his 
beliefs despite being poor. Eventually he excelled. 


One can be poor, but not without ambition! 


With neither degrees nor fame, Yang Shi Qi’s career wasn’t a smooth one. He first took a 
job as a county instructor (similar to a present day position in a county education department). 
An instructor was a low level official. He doodled his days in the county government. Yang 
Shi Qi was a failed official, he couldn’t even doodle his days. 


Soon after, Yang Shi Qi managed to lose his seal at work. In that era, losing one’s 
government seal was a serious matter, it was even more serious than a policeman today losing 
his weapon. Prison term was very probable. Now, Yang Shi Qi displayed his shrewd side. 


If Fang Xiao Ru lost his seal, he probably would have written dozens of self-criticizing 
reviews and then went to surrender himself to the local government. In the prison he would 
do some soul searching. Yang Shi Qi didn’t play those tricks. He just abandoned his post and 
fled. 


Yang Shi Qi was truly not just a book worm. 


Thereafter Yang Shi Qi the fugitive became a vagabond. The so-called title of fugitive 
should be a quoted one because the county government wouldn’t spend the money and effort 
to arrest him. Even more derogatively speaking, he wasn’t even qualified for being pursued. In 
the twenty years after that, he worked as private tutors everywhere to eke out a living. 
Fortunately, the years of life as a vagabond didn’t make a tramp out of him. After work, he 


continued to study hard. His scholarship had reached a very high level. 


After a long time as a vagabond tutoring and studying, Yang Shi Qi finally got to the 
turning point of his life. 
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In year two of Establishing Civility (AD 1400), the emperor summoned the scholars to edit 
The Chronicles of the Great Grandfather. Thirty six year old Yang Shi Qi was recommended as an 
editor for his solid training in history and literature. 


During the compilation, Yang Shi Qi completed his work relying on his profound 
scholarship in history and literature. He was also praised by Fang Xiao Ru, the editor-in-chief 
of the book. He even became the deputy editor-in-chief of The Chronicles of the Great Grandfather. 


After Emperor Perpetual Happiness acceded to the throne, Yang Shi Qi was placed in more 
prominent roles. Along with Xie Jin, he was named as one of the seven members of the first 


cabinet of Ming. Thereafter, he became an official Zhu Di relied upon. 


Like Xie Jin, he was not a man who savored being idle. Soon after, he was involved in the 
disputes on choosing the crown prince. Both he and Xie Jin supported Zhu Gao Chi. But unlike 
Xie Jin, he was much shrewder. 


Being through hardships in his childhood and youth made Yang Shi Qi mature and shrewd. 
He was very careful when dealing with others. What others said to him was always kept to 
himself. He was never careless so as to leak secrets. He was an ardent supporter of the crown 
prince but he never showed it, which was enough to show his shrewdness. 


The reason that Yang Shi Qi was able to achieve a lot could be summarized in one sentence: 
Being fresh in the Court, keep a low profile and even lower profile. 


Although Yang Shi Qi was a master of power struggles and intrigues, facts showed he was 
not a cunning flip-flopper. In the life and death struggle, he was always steadfastly on Zhu 
Gao Chi’s side and was able to win over his opponents by his wisdom and loyalty, and then 


finally was able to elevate Zhu Gao Chi to the throne. 


During the Perpetual Happiness era, the most bloody political struggle was the fight for the 
throne between Zhu Gao Chi and Zhu Gao Xu. In this struggle, numerous people lost their 
heads and numerous officials got their backs broken. There were plots and intrigues one after 
another. Both sides schemed and strategized. The whole process was even more tumultuous 
and there were many ups and downs. The struggle lasted until the night when Zhu Di died. 
Not until after a man took an extremely great risk, secretly set out during the night, and after a 
month of being on the road, was there a final outcome. 


In fact, not only Yang Shi Qi was in this fight, the two others, whom we’ll introduce below, 
of the Three Yangs were also not idle. They were all the able fighters of the crown prince’s 
party. In later chapters, we'll describe the earth shaking struggle for the throne in detail. 
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The second man: the resourceful Yang Rong 


We continue to introduce Yang Rong, the second Yang of the Three Yangs. Although he 
did not have Yang Shi Qi’s outstanding capabilities on running the government and solid 
scholarship, he had one ability that others couldn’t match, accurate judgement. 


Yang Rong was born in year four of Martial Splendor (AD 1371) and a native of Fujian. His 
original name was Yang Zi Rong (note the difference). Although he didn’t have the grand 
accomplishments of entering a tiger’s den to wipe out the bandits, his wisdom and courage 
would indeed be a match of that war hero’. 


Unlike Yang Shi Qi, he didn’t experience that much hardship in his childhood. Being from 
a well to do family, his career was exactly on the old path of studying, taking exams, and 
occupying offices. In year two of Establishing Civility (AD 1400), he became a distinguished 
scholar. Because he got excellent grades, he was awarded the position as an editor, or, 


academician. 


The Imperial Academy of the era of Establishing Civility was a place where book worms 
teemed. That was not surprising because the ones in power where men like Huang Zi Cheng 
and Fang Xiao Ru. It was normal for men to follow the men above. 


But latter facts showed Yang Rong the honor student was very different from those of his 
colleagues. He was really not a bookworm. Rather he should be considered a thorough and 


resourceful man. 


Like Yang Shi Qi, the wise and resourceful man was also put into important positions 
during the Perpetual Happiness era. But his precipitous rise was a little bit legendary, for what 
he relied on was not his scholarship, but a few words. 


In year four of Establishing Civility (AD 1402), Zhu Di finally defeated the stubborn 
southern army, entered the capital, and took the throne. Now there was only one thing left to 


be done, the coronation. 
But as he was on his horse riding toward the palace, something unexpected happened. 
A man stood out and blocked his way. 
This man was Yang Rong. 


Because the situation at the time was still uncertain and friends and foes were 


'S Yang Zi Rong was the protagonist of a popular 1950s novel on the Communists efforts to destroy the remaining forces of 
the Nationalist troops after the defeat and withdraw of the Nationalists from the northeastern areas of China in the 1940s 
during the Chinese Civil War. The scattered troops were labeled as bandits in the novel. Yang Zi Rong was a lieutenant from 
the Communist side. He feigned himself as a bandit and entered a compound of a group of bandits numbered hundreds. The 
story was later adopted in movies and TV series. It was one of the eight exemplary Peking operas that were permitted to be 
played in China during the Culture Revolution. 
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indistinguishable, it would not be extraordinary for some official loyal to Emperor 
Establishing Civility to act like a terrorist and carry out a deed like what Jing Ke’s did’. People 
around were very nervous and Zhu Di was also astonished. But he never thought what ensued 
would astonish him more. 


Yang Rong dared to tell him now it was not the time to enter the palace. 


No coronation? Is it a joke? Being through so many battles in years and feigned madness 
for years with so many men died, the only thing I want is the throne. But the bookman in front 
of me dared to stop me from taking the throne. Why? It’s ridiculous! 


People at the scene genuinely believed Yang Rong had gone mad and were ready to collect 
his body. 


But Yang Rong indeed stopped Zhu Di’s coronation. Not only that, Zhu Di gladly obeyed 
and followed his advice. It took him only one sentence for him to accomplish the impossible 
task. 


“Should Your Highness be coronated first or pay tribute at the Mausoleum first?” 
One sentence woke up the man in a dream. 


As we have said before, Zhu Di’s rebellion was shrouded with legitimacy. To put it in a 
vulgar way, he wanted to be a whore but also wanted a good name. Victory deluged his brain 
such that in the haste he forgot to erect a memorial arch, all he wanted was to become a whore. 
But regardless, if he didn’t pay tribute to the tomb of his daddy first, that would be very 
inappropriate. Zhu Di immediately turned around and went to pay tribute to his daddy’s 
tomb. 


From this matter, we can see Yang Rong was shrewd to the max. He knew Zhu Di’s mind 
and also saw the reality in the power struggle behind the cover of the fig leaf. A man of this 
sort was wiser than his superior Fang Xiao Ru and Huang Zi Cheng in multiple magnitudes. 


The similarly cunning Zhu Di thus remembered the man named Yang Rong. Once he 
finished the coronation, he began to rely on Yang Rong and recruited him to the Cabinet. He 
became one of the seven cabinet members. 


The Cabinet of seven at the time was filled with famous men. Among them, Yang Rong 
was not distinguishable. He lacked in Xie Jing’s scholarship, nor did he have Yang Shi Qi’s 
governing ability. He was not a man who attracted attention. But that’s not because he was 
incapable. In fact, what he was good at was another kind of capability, judgement and decision 


making. 


'° Jing Ke was a man of late Warring States period. He was a native of the State of Yan. He managed to get close to the King 
of Qin, who later became the first emperor of China, and attempted to assassinate him, but failed. 
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Judgement and decision making were about strategizing and judgement. These should 
have been the specialties of men like Yao Guang Xiao. But it was hard to see Yang Rong, who 
studied The Four Books and Five Classics since childhood and should be someone devoted to 
scholarships, was rather good at these. But it was an indisputable fact that he was good at 


assessing situations. The example below can be used to explain it. 


One night, an express report was rushed in from the frontier. Ningxia was under siege by 
Mongol forces. The commander sent an express rider from hundreds of lis away to report the 
situation. The matter was urgent and Zhu Di also hurriedly got up to see the Cabinet to 
discuss how to deal with the matter (the Cabinet always had one member on duty for twenty 
four hours. They took turns every seven days). Coincidently, on that night the one on duty 
was Yang Rong. 


Zhu Di rushed to the Cabinet and gave the report to Yang Rong to read and asked for his 


advice. 


But unforeseen by Zhu Di, after reading through it, Yang Rong didn’t show any sign of 
panic. His expression was relaxed. It was like a wood log, hot on one end but cool at the other 
end. 


Zhu Di was angry and impatient. But Yang Rong told him in a slow and easy manner: 
“Your Majesty, please just wait for a moment. There will be a second report from Ningxia 
telling you the siege is broken.” 


Zhu Di looked at him curiously and asked him to tell his reason. Yang Rong now didn’t 
dare to play being cool anymore, for he knew Zhu Di was not a patient man to his officials. 


Yang Rong very confidently said: “I know the situation in Ningxia. The fortification there is 
strong and the troops there have been fighting for a long time and thus they are experienced. 
They should be able to resist the Mongol forces. Based on the date of the first report, it has 
been over a dozen days from now. For the time being Ningxia should have broken the siege. 
There must be a second report coming.” 


Soon after, Zhu Di indeed received the second report about the siege had been broken. 
Thinking himself was a sage on predictions, Zhu Di admired Yang Rong. In addition, he 
assigned an even more glorious task to him, military service. 


Zhu Di recognized Yang Rong was a man of wisdom and decision making. In the war 
against Mongolia, these were the kind of men he needed. Thus in the campaign in year twelve 
of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414), Yang Rong was with Zhu Di on the expedition. He 
conducted himself well and obtained Zhu Di’s trust. Zhu Di thus gave him the most important 
thing in an army, the seal, for Yang Rong to keep. Not only that, all the decrees and commands 
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to the army could only be issued with Yang Rong’s submission. Thus Yang Rong was basically 
Zhu Di’s personal secretary. 


Zhu Di trusted Yang Rong largely because he was a man who was unbiased in handling 
matters. He also was not involved in the struggle for the throne between Zhu Gao Chi and 
Zhu Gao Xu. He didn’t belong to any gang. Of course, that was only Zhu Di’s idea. 


Zhu Di didn’t expect Yang Rong, who appeared to be very obedient, was not as simple as 
he made himself appear to be. Zhu Di entrusted Yang Rong with the power to keep the seal 
and memorial submissions and simply wanted him to work dutifully. But Yang Rong took 


advantage of the convenience, and at the critical moment did something critical. 


In July of year twenty two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1424), when Zhu Di was dying of 
an illness, the one who made the snap decision and rode more than a thousand lis to the crown 
prince to report the news that Zhu Di had died, which earned the valuable time for the crown 
prince to take the throne, and made a thorough succession plan, was Yang Rong, who always 
kept a low profile. That’s because his real identity was the same as Yang Shi Qi’s. He was a 


complete partisan of the crown prince’s. 


The third man: unafraid in facing danger, Yang Pu. 


Yang Pu, whom we will introduce below, was far from as famous and accomplished as the 
two above. But he was the most legendary of the three. Others relied on talents and abilities to 
become famous and be put in important positions, but he relied on his imprisonment. 


Yang Pu was born in year five of Martial Splendor (AD 1372) and a native of Shishou of 
Hubei. In year two of Establishing Civility (AD 1400) he was awarded the degree of 
distinguished scholar. He was a classmate of Yang Rong’s. Even rarer was that he was also 
appointed as an editor and became Yang Rong’s colleague. But unlike Yang Rong, Yang Pu 
was an indigenous partisan of the crown prince, for in year one of Perpetual Happiness, he 


was sent to serve Zhu Gao Chi. He was an early party member. 


Zhu Di was indeed too naive. Given the relationship of being classmates and colleagues 
between Yang Rong and Yang Pu, as well as the innate political bias toward the crown prince 
in the Cabinet of seven, if Yang Rong was said not a partisan of the crown prince, no one could 
believe it. 


Yang Pu didn’t possess the outstanding talents and capabilities of Yang Shi Qi’s and Yang 
Rong’s. He served the crown prince for over a dozen years and didn’t accomplish much. He 
was also not noticed. If it continued that way, even if the crown prince acceded to the throne in 


the future, he didn’t have a promising future. But an unexpected incident in year twelve of 
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Perpetual Happiness changed his fortune. But the unexpected incident was really not a good 
thing. 

In year twelve of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414), the “incident of the East Palace receiving 
His Majesty” took place. This was an incident with a deep political background. Its real plotter 
behind the scenes was Zhu Gao Xu. In this incident, the crown prince’s party was badly beaten. 
It almost never recovered. Many officials were imprisoned as scapegoats. Yang Pu was just 


one of those numerous ordinary scapegoats. 


Because Yang Pu’s work place was the crown prince’s East Palace, he was considered the 
one directly responsible for the incident. He enjoyed a special treatment, which was to put ina 
special prison, the Prison by Decree run by Guards in Brocade. 


Guards in Brocade’s Prison by Decree was a prison with a long history and very famous. 
Men of low ranks wouldn’t make to it (later the standard was lowered and it imprisoned all 
sorts of people). Those who got put into it were either extremely vicious ones or high ranking 
officials and dignitaries. Thus if one couldn’t experience it in person, he would long for it. 
Some average prisoners were also curious about this prison shrouded in mystery. The mindset 
is understandable. Ever since ancient time, being imprisoned had been something one can 
boast. Statements like “when yours truly was in it”, were spoken with proud and prestige. 


Also, many gained fame by being in prison. If one had to do time, better to find a well- 
known prison to stay in. In the future when he came out he would be able to boast “when 
yours truly was doing time in the Prison by Decree”, which would be enough to intimidate 
many of his colleagues. 


If so, being imprisoned was also a quick way to become famous. 


But in reality, in those times, it was not an easy thing to gain fame by doing time in the 
Prison by Decree. First of all, one had to be of high ranks. Then, you had to be lucky enough. 


If one entered the Prison by Decree, it was not that easy to come out alive. 


The Prison by Decree was the veritable Hell in human world. It was dark and damp. The 
condition was very bad. Although it was a prison of high grade, it was definitely not a model 
prison in sanitary conditions. Mosquitos and mice were everywhere. The prison never did any 
competition on being clean. Anyway, the people that got harassed by the vermin were not 
prison guards. 

Although the condition was bad, the northern district office of Guards in Brocade (the 
Prison by Decree was directly managed by the northern district office) never relaxed their care 
of the prisoners. They adhered to the principle that one should treat himself generously and 
treat others strictly and they placed stringent requirements on the prisoners. They also insisted 
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on the interrogation guideline that one would be treated harshly if he refused to confess and 
one still would be treated harshly if he confessed. They frequently use the prisoners to practice 
their martial arts skills as exercise. In addition they also had research and development 
projects for various kinds of torture equipment and used the equipment without reservation 


on the prisoners to test the effectiveness of the equipment. 


In the beginning a prisoner who got sent in to the Prison by Decree lived a life of waiting, 
being interrogated, being beaten (smacks, kicks, and equipment), and more waiting. When you 
were neither interrogated nor beaten, it meant your life had changed for three possible 
outcomes: 1, you were to be beheaded; 2, you were about to be released; 3, you had been 
forgotten. 


I bet all the prisoners would want to choose the second outcome. But unfortunately, the 
option to choose was never in their hands. 


That was the Prison by Decree. The prisoners here weren’t given the opportunity to get 
outside of their cells. They weren’t offered entertainment activities like playing cards. Of 


course it was not possible for them to queue up to the auditorium to watch the evening news. 


The famous iron men of Ming Dynasty like Yang Ji Sheng and Zuo Guang Dou all had 
been imprisoned in the Prison by Decree. After their legs were broken, they were left uncared 
even when the bones were exposed. They were left to die by themselves. Thus we say, this was 
the veritable Hell. 


The prison Yang Pu stayed in was a prison of this sort. Initially when he was put in, he had 
to suffer a bit. Soon after, he also had to face the prospect of being imprisoned for a long time. 
But what Yang Pu didn’t expect was he had to wait for ten years. 


More tragically, Yang Pu’s life was always under the shadow of Death. “The incident of the 
East Palace receiving His Majesty” never reached a conclusion and Zhu Gao Xu was even 
more keen on using this incident to completely destroy the crown prince’s party. In this 
environment, Yang Pu could be dragged out and beheaded any moment. But Yang Pu acted in 
a way no one expected to face the menace of Death. 


If life may end tomorrow and you can do nothing about it, what would you be doing now? 


I think in this situation, many would prepare a will or have a feast and play all the things 
one has missed before. Even more would be complaining that Heaven isn’t fair. 


Those are people’s normal reactions. But what was unique about Yang Pu was his reaction 


was abnormal. 


Facing the possibility that he could be taken out and beheaded tomorrow, he still 
continued to read. Not only that, he read ceaselessly. He read many books. That was really 
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something hard to understand. In that dangerous environment, life could be taken away at 
any moment, what was the use of reading? 


But the man seemed to think the one being imprisoned was not himself. He lived in a 
stenchy, squalid, and damp prison cell. But he seemed to think he was living in his own study. 
He read non-stop with all effort. His behavior astonished other prisoners. Later, even the 
prison guards suspected he had mental problems. 


His behavior also attracted Zhu Di’s attention. One day Zhu Di suddenly brought him in 
his mind. He asked what Yang Pu was doing (luckily he wasn’t asking if Yang Pu was still 
alive). An official told him Yang Pu spent all of his time every day reading. 

Upon hearing the reply, Zhu Di pondered for a while. Then he sent an order to Ji Gang, the 
commander of Guards in Brocade, asking him to take good care of Yang Pu and he wanted 


nothing to happen to him. 


We have said previously Zhu Di was a very able leader. The ability manifested as 
recognizing men. He clearly understood Yang Pu’s circumstance and state of mind. But even 
under such circumstance, facing death, Yang Pu showed no fear. He was not feigning (no one 
could keep feigning for that a long time), which was extraordinary. 


Apparently, the man named Yang Pu had no such concept as fear in his heart. 


Since ancient times, the most fearful thing was not death but waiting for death under the 
threat of death. 


Not knowing when it would take place, and knowing only it could take place any moment, 
the feeling of waiting for death was the most painful. 


Yang Pu was afraid of neither death nor waiting for death. To a man of such kind, what 


else in the world could intimidate him?! 
A truly remarkable man! 


It was for this reason that Zhu Di specifically asked for Yang Pu’s care. Although he didn’t 
want to use Yang Pu, he could keep Yang Pu for his son’s use. 


Thanks to Zhu Di’s attention, Yang Pu was able to live through the hardship in the Prison 
by Decree for as long as ten years. He endured to the term of the sentence and got out of the 
prison in honor. He was also put in an important position by the Benevolent Father of Ming 
and became a celebrated official of a generation. 


After reviewing the life experiences of the three men, we ought to know that in this world, 
it’s really not easy to achieve something. 


We introduce the lives of the three Yangs here not just because they would play important 
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roles in the history of Ming in later years, but more importantly, they were all the participants 
of that tragic struggle for the throne. They were also the main players. The descriptions above 
were just the brief personal introductions of the actors in this struggle. Next we will begin to 
describe the brutal political fight. 
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A Life and Death Struggle 


Zhu Gao Xu was never fully convinced. 


This is easily understandable. He had a comely build and looked handsome. He was also 
talented in military affairs. On the contrary, his brother was not only a fat man, but also a 
cripple, who had to be supported by others even when he had to walk, not to mention riding a 
horse. 


An invalid. 
But, it’s exactly this invalid that will be my master in the future! 
Who to blame? He was born earlier. 


He had worked hard. During the war, he fought desperately for his father’s empire. He had 
been in dire situations for many times. But those were always ignored by his father. Although 
he got an empty promise: “Work hard, the Royal Highness is sickly!” But nothing happened 
after that. 


Having done so much but getting nothing in return, Zhu Gao Xu was very upset. The 
consequence was serious. 


He hated Zhu Gao Chi, and hated even more his father Zhu Di, who didn’t keep his 


promise. 
I want to be an emperor and I can only count on myself. 
Use every means, every way, I must grab the throne! 
Not knowing, he actually indeed wrongly placed the blame on his father. 


Zhu Di was an expert practitioner of The Art of Thick and Black. To him, lying and denying 
were as routine as eating and drinking. But on the matter of choosing the crown prince, he 
didn’t deceive. He indeed wanted to choose Zhu Gao Xu. 


A father always likes a son that resembles himself. Zhu Gao Xu was very much like him. 
Both were handsome, excelled at military affairs, cunning, and roguish. 
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But Zhu Gao Chi was very different. This son was as fat as a pig and hopelessly obese. 
When he was little he got sick (probably polio) and became crippled. He needed someone to 
support him to walk. He was almost entirely an invalid. Zhu Di could never come to terms 
with himself on this. He was so handsome and gallant, how could he have given birth to such 


a son. 


Besides looks, Zhu Gao Chi was also on the opposite side of Zhu Di in personality. He was 
a meek man and mild tempered. Although he respected his father, he was very discontent 
with his father’s brutality against the officials of Emperor Establishing Civility. Such kind of a 
person naturally would not be favored by Zhu Di. 


Thus Zhu Di began to solicit opinions from his officials. To prepare for the change, he first 
asked his generals and he got almost a unanimous answer, choose Zhu Gao Xu. 


Generals: Having a comrade in arms in the throne means easier life. 


Then he turned to ask his civilian officials and the answer he got was also unanimous, 
choose Zhu Gao Chi. 


Civilians: Since ancient times, if the eldest is not chosen, the country will be in turmoil. 


The usually wise Zhu Di was at a loss. Thus he summoned Xie Jin and there was that 
famous conversation described early. After that Zhu Di began toward choosing Zhu Gao Chi. 


But afterward, not being able to resist the lobbying by Zhu Gao Xu’s officials, Zhu Di once 
again vacillated. The matter of choosing the crown prince was thus put off. Numerous officials 
repeatedly persuaded, but Zhu Di still didn’t choose the crown prince. Officials on Zhu Gao 
Chi’s side knew very well Zhu Di wanted to choose Zhu Gao Xu. Thus Zhu Gao Chi sent his 


top lieutenant Xie Jin to start the second round of psychological war. 


Soon after, some official drew a painting (very probably it was prearranged). In the 
painting there was a scene of an adult tiger tending a number of baby tigers. Zhu Di also came 
to see it. Now by his side, Xie Jin suddenly rose. He took a brush and without uttering a word, 
wrote a poem on the painting: 

Tiger is the king of all animal creatures, 
None dares to challenge the king’s pride. 


Only the paternal love, 
Makes him look back at every stride. 


Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant! 


Xie Jin’s limerick wasn’t necessarily a brilliant one. But it was useful. Wasn’t the king of all 
animal creatures the emperor? The poem was intended to tell Zhu Di, you are the emperor and 
the world belongs to you, but the paternal love is irreplaceable and shouldn’t be thrown away, 
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Zhu Gao Xu has your deep affection, but you shouldn’t forget the father and son’s love 
between you and Zhu Gao Chi. 


Xie Jin’s guess was right. Zhu Di stopped. He was deeply moved. 
Yes, although Zhu Gao Chi is half an invalid, although he is not as capable as Zhu Gao Xu, 


he is still my son, my own son I’ve raised! He doesn’t have glaring accomplishments, but he 
has always been an honest and loyal man. He has never made a mistake. He shouldn’t be 
treated unfairly. 


At that moment, Zhu Di made up his mind. 


He issued the order to summon Zhu Gao Chi immediately and officially conferred him as 
the crown prince. 


Thus Zhu Gao Chi became the crown prince. He finally felt assured. The officials of the 
crown prince’s party who supported him also felt assured. 


The fight for the throne seemed to have ended with Zhu Gao Chi’s victory, but the reality 
was just the opposite. The fight had just begun. 


Zhu Gao Xu’s plots 


Having been conferred as the crown prince, Zhu Gao Chi obviously got all the fame and 
grandeur. But Zhu Gao Xu’s troubles piled on him. Not only did he lose the hope for the 
throne, he was also to be dispatched to Yunnan. 


Yunnan at the time was very under-developed. Sending him there was equivalent to 
banishment. Zhu Gao Xu of course didn’t want to go. But it was the emperor’s order, one had 
to obey. After some careful deliberations, Zhu Gao Xu finally found a way to not go to Yunnan, 
by becoming a jerk. 

He went to see his father Zhu Di and complained incessantly. He said he didn’t make any 
mistakes, why was he asked to go to Yunnan. He whined repeatedly and shamelessly refused 
to leave. Fed up being pestered, as well as in deep love with this son of his, Zhu Di withdrew 
his order. He took him to the north to inspect the borders (the capital hadn’t been relocated at 
the time). 


While inspecting the borders with Zhu Di, Zhu Gao Xu conducted himself well and won 
Zhu Dis liking. In a cheerful mood, Zhu Di let him decide the place to go. 


That was the opportunity Zhu Gao Xu was waiting for. He told Zhu Di he wouldn’t go 
anywhere. He’d rather stay in the capital (Nanjing). 


Zhu Di agreed with his request. Thereafter, using the capital city as his base, he began to 
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plot against Zhu Gao Chi. 


He recruited court officials as his minions to collect information in an attempt to find an 


opportunity to deliver a fatal blow to the crown prince. 


Zhu Gao Xu was well versed in power maneuvering and intrigues. He understood if he 
wanted to bring down the crown prince, he needed to remove the men around the crown 
prince. Thus Xie Jin, the most prominent man in the crown prince’s party, became the first 
target of his attack. Plotted by Zhu Gao Xu, and helped by his unwillingness to restrain 
himself, Xie Jin was expelled from the capital in year five of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1407). 


The crown prince’s party suffered a severe blow. 
Zhu Gao Xu got a complete victory from his first attack. 


But removing Xie Jin was just a preparation for the next attack because Zhu Gao Xu’s real 


target was Zhu Gao Chi, who was protected by the crown prince’s party. 


After a careful planning, in year ten of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1412), Zhu Gao Xu 
launched his second attack. 


Zhu Gao Xu knew very well there were too many officials in the Court supporting the 
crown prince. It was absolutely impossible to completely destroy the bloc of civilian officials in 
one attack. Thus he took another unconventional approach. He spent heavily to bribe many 
Zhu Di’s inner circles and personal guards. He asked these men to slander the crown prince. 
Since year seven of Perpetual Happiness, because Zhu Di had to go out to campaign against 
Mongolia, he often had the crown prince to act as the regent. Given these circumstances, Zhu 
Gao Xu, adroit at power struggles, finally got the best opportunity for his attack. 


Zhu Gao Xu was exceptionally smart. He had been with Zhu Di for many years. He knew 
although his father was very smart and excelled at intrigues, he had one weakness, suspicious 
of others. 


The period when the crown prince acted as the regent was the time when this weakness 
manifested itself. The cause of his distrust of others rooted from his greed over power. 
Although he had to hand the power over to the crown prince when he was on his expedition, 
that was done reluctantly. Zhu Gao Xu was convinced all the news about the crown prince 
eager to take the throne and seize the power would trigger a time bomb in Zhu Dis heart. 


Zhu Gao Xu’s strategy was correct. He accurately hit the vital point. Surely enough, 
misguided by the men around him, Zhu Di, who would not tolerate losing power, began to 
become suspicious of the motive of the usually honest crown prince. 


In September of year ten of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1412), Zhu Di returned to the capital 
after an inspection tour in the north. He launched a sudden attack on the crown prince. He 
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reviewed all the work done during the period when the crown prince was acting as a regent. 
He severely admonished the crown prince and also arrested a large number of officials close to 
the crown prince. He also changed many government decrees issued by the crown prince. 


The kind of fault finding provocative actions by Zhu Di evoked officials’ resentment. One 
after another they submitted memorials. Among them, the fiercest one was Geng Tong, the 
head of the Office of Crime and Prosecution. He candidly declared that the crown prince did 
nothing wrong and the decrees shouldn’t be changed. 


But the straight talking Geng Tong never could think that his action played right into Zhu 
Dis hands. 


Geng Tong was the kind of man who became an official without first becoming politically 
shrewd. He absolutely didn’t understand the political meanings of Zhu Di’s actions. If one 
needs to find some fault at someone, he doesn’t need to worry about lacking excuses! He came 
to stir up the waters and that was just a convenient excuse. He came to the people and there 
was no use to say more. 


Zhu Di was a pro in playing up an issue to serve his real purpose. From this he got his idea. 
He decided to borrow something from Geng Tong to attain his purpose. 


That something was Geng Tong’s head. 
Then Zhu Di exerted all of his energies to put up a good show. 


He summoned all the military and civilian officials to the front gate and looked at them 
coldly. He angrily reprimanded Geng Tong for his crimes (there didn’t seem any crime). Then 
he said in a firm and irrevocable tune: “A man of Geng Tong’s sort must be put to death!” 

In such a menacing atmosphere, everyone was frightened. But the officials didn’t know 
that the climax of the show was still yet to come. 

After Geng Tong was executed, Zhu Di got the officials together and began his moral 


lesson. Finally he told his real purpose for his show: 


“The crown prince made some mistakes, but those were trivial matters. Geng Tong’s 
defense for the crown prince serves to divide me and my son. I won’t tolerate this kind of 
behavior. Thus I have to kill him. ” 


Now he finally revealed his true identity. 


All Geng Tong said was nothing more than that the crown prince wasn’t wrong. How 
could it be possibly associated with dividing the father-son relationship? The charge was way 
too outrageous and not smart. But it told Zhu Dis real intention: 


Zhu Gao Chi, Iam not dead yet, behave yourself! 
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The crown prince was at a precarious position. Part of the crown prince’s party was 
eliminated. After this beating, Zhu Gao Chi also became depressed. He let me act as the regent, 
but refuses to give me the power to do things. I am wrong if I do something and I’m wrong if I 
don’t do anything. Isn’t he mocking me? 


At this critical moment, a man stepped out and stabilized the crown prince’s position using 
his wisdom. 


The man was Yang Shi Qi, whom we introduced before. 


Although on scholarship Yang Shi Qi was not as good as Xie Jin, he was much more 
flexible than Xie Jin. Although Xie Jin was also in the political struggle, he was too green. He 
didn’t know the principle that one had to keep a low profile while in office. He was really a 
scholar, but he forced himself to change his profession to be a politician. Being in a different 


profession was like being at another side of a mountain, he was too far off on his ability. 


But Yang Shi Qi was very different. We have previously introduced this man before. He 
didn’t advance through the imperial exam system. His resume was also complicated. He 
worked as a teacher, a minor clerk in an education department, a fugitive (during which 
period he was also a teacher), and in other jobs. His social background was murky. Especially 
he had been out in the wilderness of the society for over twenty years. He probably had seen 
many good and evil men, as well as rascals and scoundrels. Per today’s regulations on vagrant 
population, he who roamed around for over twenty years would definitely be a vagabond. 
Probably he would also be thought as someone who had been in the dark side of the society. 


The imperial court was a small society. There were not many differences between the 
emperor and the officials and the rapscallions and scoundrels. Only that they ate and dressed 
better but they were even worse in moral character and the struggles among them were fiercer. 
In here Yang Shi Qi found his comfort zone and was able to use the skills he had learned from 
the society. The best that he had learned and used was: one must keep a low profile in office. 


Although he did a lot for the crown prince’s succession to the throne and acting as a regent, 
he never made public of his effort. In July of year seven of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1409), to 
thank him for his continuous work and effort, the crown prince singled him out and rewarded 
him with a large house in the high end bustling area of the city. If it was anyone else, he 
probably would waste no time to happily receive the key and move in, but Yang Shi Qi 
declined. 


He thanked the crown prince’s kindness but declined. He indicated his house was big 
enough to live in and he didn’t need a larger house. 


In this world no one would complain he had too many houses. Yang Shi Qi was no 
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exception. The reason for his refusal was actually very simple. If he got that house, he would 
become Zhu Gao Xu’s prime target of attack. Weighing the pros and cons, he wisely refused 
the extra wealth. 


Although Yang Shi Qi didn’t accept the crown prince’s gift, his loyalty to the crown prince 
was unmatched by anyone else. It should be pointed out that the reason he joined the crown 
prince’s party was not entirely an act of speculation. In large part it could be attributed to his 


affection to the crown prince. 


Since year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404) when Zhu Gao Chi was chosen as the 
crown prince, Yang Shi Qi was appointed the left chamberlain of the crown prince and became 
the crown prince’s subordinate. Although Zhu Gao Chi was plain looking, he was a truly 
honest and compassionate man. He often advised against his father’s cruelties. His brother 
Zhu Gao Xu repeatedly challenged and caballed against him, but Zhu Gao Chi again and 
again yielded. Many times he even helped to argue on behalf of his rogue brother. 


These incidents made profound impressions in Yang Shi Qi’s mind. Although he had been 
in the government for a long time and was very shrewd, he always remembered what his 
mother told him when he was a child. Helping and speaking up for the disadvantaged had 
become a part of his personality. Although it had been many years, he never changed and he 
was still the same highly principled Yang Shi Qi. 


Although Zhu Gao Chi as we see is not a good looking man and physically disabled, he is a 
man who has mercy in his heart to his people. He will be a good emperor in the future. I 
believe in my judgement. 


Upholding such a belief, Yang Shi Qi and the crown prince went through ups and downs 
and worked hand in hand together to live through treacherous twenty years as a heir apparent. 

It seemed very ironic, may be because Yang Shi Qi kept himself too low, even Zhu Di 
thought Yang Shi Qi was not in the crown prince’s party. He thought he was neutral and thus 
often asked him about the crown prince. And after the incident in year ten of Perpetual 
Happiness (AD 1412), Zhu Di also grew suspicious of the crown prince. Therefore he asked 
Yang Shi Qi about the crown prince’s conduct when he was acting as a regent. 


It seemed to be a simple question, but actually peril was hidden behind it. 


Upon hearing the question, the shrewd Yang Shi Qi acutely sensed this danger. He 
immediately recognized the time that decides the crown prince’s fate had come. 


He intensely contemplated the answer to the question. 


While Mr. Yang Shi Qi is taking his time, let’s find out why the question is both hard to 
answer and very critical. 
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If the answer says the crown prince has been very proactive and worked very hard, and 
has been able to blend in with the people (officials) and handle the state affairs independently, 
so that he earned high esteems, then the crown prince will definitely be finished. 


Your daddy is still alive and you are starting to round up officials. You handle matters 
independently. Are you trying to usurp power and put your daddy’s life to an unfortunate 
end? 


If this answer doesn’t work, then let’s try another answer: 


The crown prince has been actively engaged in entertainment activities and not on running 
the government at all. He estranged the officials. He sent all matters to subordinates and he 


doesn’t have people’s respect. 
If this was the answer, then the crown prince’s fate was also, finished. 
This was a logical paradox very similar to catch-22. 


That was where the tragedy of being a crown prince lied. Numerous crown princes were 
ruined by their fathers this way. Since ancient times, the relationship between the top man and 
the second man has never been well addressed. In an imperial society, the emperor was the 
top man and the crown prince was the second man, who surely could not escape from the 
constraint of the rule. 


If you work hard, you are said to have too much ambition. If you slack, you are said to be 
hopeless. 


You can do neither too much nor too little. In truth, I’m just telling you, you can’t afford 
not obeying me. 


If you are asked to work, you will not get any rest. If you are not asked to work, then you 
will be finished. 


That seems to be something hard to understand. What made the ridiculous phenomenon 
occur repeatedly? 

The answer is very simple: power. 

I’ll take whoever’s life who encroaches in on my power (no exception to sons)! 


Zhu Di knew very well he eventually would have to hand over his power to the crown 
prince. Prior to that, the crown prince had to gain some ability in dealing with matters. For the 
future of the empire, a feckless invalid could not be a successor. The crown prince had to be 
given some power and the opportunity to get trained. But he knew very well for him to get to 
a peaceful end, at which he would die of natural cause, so that he wouldn’t have to be 
beheaded when he was in his seventies or eighties, he had to hold very tight the power at 
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hand, until the day he died! 


His son couldn’t be trusted, his wife couldn’t be trusted, and every individual on earth 
couldn’t be trusted. 


That was the tragedy of being an emperor. 
All right, now Mr. Yang Shi Qi finished his thinking. Let’s see his answer: 


“Acting as the regent, the crown prince worked hard on issues. He listened to the 
reasonable advices from the officials. But to those wrong advices, he definitely didn’t agree 
recklessly. To the inappropriate demands from his close advisors, he would rebuke and 


reprimand them.” 


That was classy. In this question and answer session held live by Zhu Di, Yang Shi Qi was 
able to come up with a diplomatic rhetoric in the specified time. It was not an easy act. 


He was industrious while being courteous to subordinates and cordial while keeping a 
distance with the officials. The obese form of Zhu Gao Chi was suddenly glorified when he 
was described by Yang Shi Qi. 


Zhu Di was also very satisfied with the answer. His face turned sunny from cloudy and 
looked very content. Of course in the end he didn’t forget to praise Yang Shi Qi that he was a 


dutiful man. 


In this smokeless war, both Zhu Di and Yang Shi Qi showed their unique skills. Zhu Di 
took out his Wudang boxing, which looked mild on the outside but actually lethal inside. Yang 
Shi Qi was a Taiji virtuoso. He pushed right and fended left and moved to and fro with ease. 


On this note, they seemed to qualify being the fellow brothers from the same school of 
Wudang’s martial arts. 


Thus in year ten of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1412), the fight ended. The crown prince’s 
party suffered a heavy defeat. The crown prince was censured and his position was 
destabilized. But thanks to the efforts by Yang Shi Qi and others, the situation was finally 
stabilized. 


But the crown prince’s road ahead was still very long. As long as Zhu Di didn’t die, he 
would be attacked by Zhu Gao Xu without respite, until he took the throne or died on the way. 
The reality was just that. Another even bigger conspiracy was being plotted. To the crown 


prince, this would also be the most crucial test in the twenty years when he acted as the regent. 


Under constant slandering and defaming by Zhu Gao Xu, Zhu Di indeed had some 
opinions formed in his mind. But for the moment he didn’t have the thought to change the 
crown prince. That was what in the emperor’s mind, but the officials below had some other 
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ideas. 


Seeing Zhu Di reprimanded the crown prince, many speculative officials who originally 
aligned themselves with the crown prince switched to Zhu Gao Xu’s side. But Yang Shi Qi 
never abandoned the crown prince. He always guarded the man, guarded the crown prince 


who appeared sooner or later going to be deposed. 
Real gold shines only when sand is washed away by torrential waves. 


Soon after, an even bigger storm came. The crown prince and Yang Shi Qi would be 
undergoing the real test. 


In September of year twelve of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414), Zhu Di came back from his 
northern inspection tour. Per Zhu Di’s order, the crown prince and his subordinate officials 
remained in Nanjing. When they heard the news, they immediately started the preparation to 
welcome Zhu Di. But because the time was short, there was some delay. Zhu Di wasn’t very 
happy about it. 


By all means this was really a trivial matter. Comrade Zhu Di often rode out by himself to 
the great deserts and other desolate lands without many companions. It wouldn’t have 
mattered much with or without the photo ops like welcoming His Majesty. Thus although 
Crown Prince Zhu Gao Chi felt some uneasiness in his heart, he didn’t give it much thought. 

But the later development of the matter greatly surprised Zhu Gao Chi. 

Zhu Di threw a tantrum and severely scolded Zhu Gao Chi. It basically amounted to 
something like, your father toils so hard outside to fight is to lay a good foundation for your 
future empire, but you can’t even do a decent job as simple as a welcome reception, what's the 
use to have a feckless man like you? 

Being scolded at, Zhu Gao Chi felt it was very unjustified: my only mistake is being a little 
late, why is that such a big deal? 

Yes, it was a very big deal. 

Unbeknownst to Zhu Gao Chi, prior to that, his good brother Zhu Gao Xu had been always 
spying on his movements. Although there were not much findings, politician Messer Zhu Gao 
Xu never needed facts to frame someone. He constantly made up all kinds of rumors about the 
crown prince’s treacherous attempts and secretly reported them to Zhu Di. 


In the beginning Zhu Di didn’t believe them. Later, unable to withstand the rumors 
incessantly spread by Zhu Gao Xu, as well as the slandering of those close to him, who had 
been bribed by Zhu Gao Xu, he gradually began to grow suspicious of the crown prince. 


Like a leaking roof under an overnight thunderstorm, it just happened that upon his return, 
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the incident of the crown prince’s delayed welcome reception of His Majesty took place. 
Although it was not a serious matter, it became a lit fuse to Zhu Di. In his view, that was a 
manifestation of the crown prince’s insolence toward him. 


I have not retired, but you dare to be so insolent, what will happen next?! 


With Zhu Gao Xu adding fuel to the fire, the balance began to tilt. While the crown prince 
was severely reprimanded, the prominent officials in the crown prince’s party, such as 
Minister Jian Yi, Academician Huang Huai, and Horse Guide (an official position, not a 
stableman) Yang Pu were all arrested and imprisoned. 


The darkest moment finally came. 


Under Zhu Gao Xu’s careful plotting and instigation, Zhu Di’s firing rage grew more 
intense, the crown prince’s party was almost entirely annihilated. 


Zhu Di was convinced the members of the crown prince’s party all wanted him to die soon 
and then support the crown prince so that they could claim their deeds and fame. His 
disappointment to the crown prince also reached a climax. He no longer trusted the civilian 
officials who supported the crown prince from the East Palace, except one man. 


The single exception was Yang Shi Qi. 
Strangely enough, although Yang Shi Qi had always been close to the crown prince, Zhu Di 


always thought he was a just and objective man. Thus two years later, Zhu Di again 
summoned him and asked him a question. 


Just like two years earlier, this was also a fateful question and answer session. 


The intrepid Yang Shi Qi 


The political situation at the time was very intricate. Because Zhu Di publically 
reprimanded the crown prince and also sent many of the crown prince’s confidants to prison, 
many officials thought the crown prince wouldn’t be able to keep his job for long. They 
defected or withdrew. Crown Prince Zhu Gao Chi was also ostracized. Reality once again let 
him see the inconsistencies of human relationships and fickleness of friendships. 

The former sycophantic officials of the crown prince now all disappeared for fear of having 
anything to do with the crown prince to put their own careers in jeopardy. In this circumstance, 
Yang Shi Qi began his match against Zhu Di in a Q and A. 

This time Zhu Di wasn’t evasive. He directly asked Yang Shi Qi if the crown prince had 
any treacherous attempt. If not, why did he violate the protocol and delayed the welcome 
reception? (to Zhu Di, that was an act of disrespect). Prior to that, some people had advised 
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Yang Shi Qi to be aware of the situation, the crown prince was on the way down and he 
should plan for his own future. 


Yang Shi Qi used his own answer to reply to Zhu Di, as well as to the “advices” by those 


men. 


Yang Shi Qi replied: “The crown prince has always been respectful of you. This incident 
was caused by us officials not preparing well. We the officials are the ones to blame. It really 
has nothing to do with the crown prince.” 


Finished, he raised his head and bravely received Zhu Di’s stares. 


Zhu Di finally relaxed. If it was not the crown prince’s intention and if it was not the crown 
prince to slight him on purpose, he would be rest assured. 


In this way, Zhu Gao Chi, who was at the edge of a cliff, was pulled back by Yang Shi Qi. 


Courage was required for Yang Shi Qi to do that. When the crown prince was on his own, 
it was very risky for him to take the responsibility on behalf of the crown prince. It needed to 
be known that Zhu Di wouldn’t harm the crown prince, but to these officials from the East 
Palace, he wouldn’t hesitate. The ones who had been with him to assist the crown prince were 
all in prison. He was the only lucky one left unscathed for the moment. But he’d rather take 
the responsibility and be sent to prison, than to implicate the crown prince. 


By his action, Yang Shi Qi told those who prevaricated, not everyone could be bought and 
not everyone was a toady follower of power. 

In the situation at the time, it was just a matter of time for Zhu Gao Chi to be stripped off 
the title as the crown prince. It would not be wise to continue to be loyal to him. Not only that, 
he would be very easily become a target of Zhu Gao Xu’s assaults. It was very dangerous. 
Thus we can say that, amidst the tempest, Yang Shi Qi, the staunch supporter of the precarious 
crown prince, was not a speculator. 

Just like thirty years ago, when he was poor but he still unselfishly helped his friend. Thirty 
years later, he did another thing that would make his mother pleased. 

Thirty years had passed, although he now occupied high office and lived in luxury, his 


conduct didn’t violate his principles about life. 


One can be poor but remain virtuous and true love shows when someone is in 
peril 

Yang Shi Qi eventually had to pay for his brave action. Zhu Gao Xu deeply resented him. 
He directed the men he bought through bribes to attack Yang Shi Qi. Zhu Di, who initially 
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didn’t want to prosecute him, couldn’t resist the incitement by the ones close to him, sent Yang 
Shi Qi to prison. 

When Zhu Gao Chi learned Yang Shi Qi was also being sent to prison, he was very 
troubled. But, given his own circumstances, he could only save himself. By no means would he 
be able to save Yang Shi Qi. 


But Yang Shi Qi was not worried at all. Instead, before going to prison, he said to the crown 
prince: Your Highness has a compassionate heart. You will be a wise ruler of a generation. You 
take good care of yourself. Regardless what lies ahead, you must stand your ground. Never 
give up easily. 

Now Zhu Gao Chi finally saw the Yang Shi Qi in front of him, who was going to prison but 
still worried about him, was really not only his subordinate, but also his friend, a buddy that 
he could rely on in good and bad times. 


The crown prince kept his title but he had become a real lonely man. Under Zhu Gao Xu’s 
relentless assault, how long could he persist? 


Zhu Gao Xu’s error 


Finally, for the first time Zhu Gao Xu had the initiative. His conspiracies and plots 
eventually yielded results. The crown prince suffered a heavy defeat. The civilian bloc of 
officials who supported the crown prince was on its last breath. The situation was good and 
future looked bright. 


On the other hand, human beings have a great deficiency. That is, one can easily get lost in 
exuberance. Zhu Gao Xu was no exception. 

With victory in sight, Zhu Gao Xu found his idol from the history books and in later years 
he always compared himself to his idol. 

His idol was Li Shi Min, the Grandfather of Tang. He would often say to people he met: 
“As wise and martial, don’t I look like Li Shi Min?” 

In hindsight, such kind of language that so impatiently displayed himself to the world, 
would be cold enough to chill people in hot summer. If Zhu Gao Xu was born in the present 
time, he would be able to fully show his martial arts skills, shoot some photos of himself with 
some accompanied lines of confidence, and become an overnight sensation. 


Zhu Gao Xu was not a vain glory seeking idiot. There were some profound political 
implications in what he said. 


If one paid attention, one would be able to understand his hidden meaning. Like Zhu Gao 
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Xu, Li Shi Min was also the second son. Li Jian Cheng would be a match for Zhu Gao Chi and 
both were crown princes. They even had a pair for their younger brothers. Li Yuan Ji would 
pair with Zhu Gao Sui, both were the third sons. 


That would make things clear. Li Shi Min killed Li Jian Cheng and became an emperor. 
Zhu Gao Xu would kill Zhu Gao Chi to take the throne. 


Director Zhu Gao Xu hoped to replay the scene of a few hundred years ago. 


We don’t need to elaborate if Messer Zhu Gao Xu had Li Shi Min’s capability. Although if 
he insisted on thinking that way, we can’t do anything to stop him, so let it stay like that. Let 
him play Li Shi Min. By just looking at the cast and the roles, it indeed seemed to be very 
much like the previous scene. 

But director Zhu Gao Xu also made a fatal miscalculation. He ignored the feelings of 
another star in the play and forced a role on him, which also led to his eventual defeat. 

One of the main roles in the play was Li Shi Min’s father Li Yuan. The actor who got picked 
to play him was no other than his father Zhu Di. 

That was an unavoidable choice. To ensure the success of the play, in which Zhu Gao Xu 
overcame all kinds of dangers and perils and vanquished the big villain Zhu Gao Chi, with the 
grand finale, in which the throne was taken, he needed to get the full support from Zhu Di, the 
general manager of the sponsoring firm. 

Zhu Di was not Li Yuan. In fact, he didn’t have anything in common with Li Yuan. But he 
knew clearly in the previous scene, Li Yuan’s fate after Li Shi Min took the throne was to 
involuntarily abdicate. If this time Zhu Gao Xu did what the then Li Shi Min did, his end 
would not be different from what was written in the script. 


Zhu Di was not a director, but he was a bully of plays. 


You want me to play Li Yuan, you bastard needs to wake up!?° 


The counterattack from the crown prince’s party 


As Zhu Di grew averse to the ever increasingly arrogant Zhu Gao Xu, the party of the 
crown prince began its counterattack. 


It was just at the time when Zhu Gao Xu, on his own initiative, requested an increase of his 
guard troops, which alarmed Zhu Di. In May of year thirteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 
1415), Zhu Di decided to change Zhu Gao Xu’s conferment to Qingzhou. By no means 


°° Li Yuan was the founder of the Tang Dynasty and Li Shi Min was his second son, who acceded to the throne in a coup, 
which resulted in killing Li Jian Cheng, Li Yuan’s crown prince. After the coup, Li Yuan was forced to abdicate and Li Shi 
Min became the second emperor of Tang. He turned out to be one of the best emperors in China’s history. 
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Qingzhou was a bad place, but to meet his needs to usurp the throne, Zhu Gao Xu didn’t want 
to leave the capital. He began to go rogue again. 


This time Zhu Di no longer had the patience to continue to play with Zhu Gao Xu. He 
directly told Zhu Gao Xu, you have been conferred and you'd better to immediately take your 
post, how come you always find excuses to stay in the capital?! 


By consistently lambasting the crown prince, Zhu Di simply wanted to tell the crown 
prince not to be too anxious to take the power. But his actions sent a wrong message to Zhu 
Gao Xu, who mistook that as the throne belonged to only him and no other. He became ever 


more imperious and arrogant, which eventually enraged Zhu Di. 

One can exalt you, one can also berate you. 

The elites of the crown prince’s party took the opportunity and delivered a fatal blow. The 
one who delivered the blow was Yang Shi Qi. 


For their usual good behaviors, as well as for their proactive attitudes toward improving 
themselves, Yang Shi Qi and Jian Yi didn’t even have to step through the doors of the prison 
before they were released. They were appointed important positions again. But don’t arrive at 
the conclusion that Zhu Di did that out of mercy, to be sure, Yang Pu, their fellow suffer, was 
still reading books in the prison, and that lasted for ten years. 


Thus one can see that pardon was restricted to certain levels. 


Having escaped from imprisonment, Yang Shi Qi surely would not repent and live 
peacefully together with Zhu Gao Xu. After a long observation and assessment to the situation, 


he grasped the opportunity and launched his attack. 


It seemed unbelievable, just like the two previous times, this time his attack was also 


accomplished in a setting of a question and answer session. 


In this conversation, in addition to Zhu Di and Yang Shi Qi, Jian Yi was also present. But 
what he did was disappointing. 


Zhu Di asked: “Recently I’ve heard many rumors about the Prince of Han’s (Zhu Gao Xu’s 
title) illegal activities, do you know anything about them?” 


The question was directed at both Yang Shi Qi and Jian Yi, but the reactions from the two 


were very different. 


Although Jian Yi was loyal to the crown prince, he was intimidated after being persecuted. 
He was afraid it was another trap. He said he knew nothing, for fear of being in peril again if 
he told the truth. 


Disappointed, Zhu Di turned to the other man, Yang Shi Qi. He stared at Yang Shi Qi and 
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waited for his answer. 
Yang Shi Qi had been waiting for this day for a long time. 


Having been through so much turmoil and many conspiracies, he saw his fellows were 
either killed or destroyed by Zhu Gao Xu. For his own beliefs, he had endured for so long. He 
had many opportunities to report Zhu Gao Xu’s illegal activities to Zhu Di. But as a shrewd 
politician, he knew very well that a power struggle was like a fight between two swordsmen. 
Kill by one strike was the key to victory. Once the sword was drawn, it would not be sheathed 
again. 

Zhu Di has lost his confidence in Zhu Gao Xu. He is now clear about the true face of this 
son of his. This is the best opportunity. I have to take it. If 1 don’t there won’t be another one! 


Draw the sword! 

Yang Shi Qi calmly replied: “I and Jian Yi have also been serving the crown prince in the 
East Palace. Everyone thinks that we are the crown prince’s men (are you feigning? I’m talking 
about you). If they know anything, they are not going to tell us, thus we don’t know.” 

Strange, isn’t this reply the same as Jian Yi’s, that it said nothing? 

One has to know that since ancient times, the most vicious ways of hurting someone is to 


exalt you, and then scold you. Yang Shi Qi adroitly used this skill. Thus, don’t worry, there is a 
but next. 


“But, twice the Prince of Han didn’t want to take his post. Now Your Majesty is about to 
relocate the capital and he wants to remain in Nanjing. I hope Your Majesty carefully think 
about his intentions.” 


Read into his words, one can see that Yang Shi Qi’s words were really detrimental. They 
appear to be ordinary but there were murderous intents everywhere. He wanted to harm Zhu 
Gao Xu to his death. The shrewdness of Yang Shi Qi was terrifying. 


Yang Shi Qi finally showed his sword, at the right time, the right place, and to the right 
person, to use that sword. 


One thrust to the throat. 


Zhu Di was shocked by Yang Shi Qi’s words. Zhu Gao Xu repeatedly refused to leave. 
Now it was about to relocate the capital but he still wanted to stay in Nanjing, what did he 


want to do?! 
No time to let this drag on, he has to go now! 


In March of year fifteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1417), despite Zhu Gao Xu’s repeated 
begging, Zhu Di forced Zhu Gao Xu to Leanzhou (present day Guangrao of Shandong). Zhu 
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Gao Xu was very unhappy but he could do nothing. He already knew he would no longer be 
able to take the throne via legal means. 


Zhu Di was indeed an experienced and astute man. If we open the map, we can see he 
seemed to have already known his son would not keep quite in the future. Thus when he 
conferred the title, he already had his plan. Leanzhou was very near to Beijing but very far 
from Nanjing. By moving Zhu Gao Xu away from his home and placing him under the watch 
of the Son of Heaven, even if they had to fight, it would take only a day for troops to arrive. 
The matter would be resolved. It had to be a good move. 


At least on this, Zhu Di was smarter than his father. 


Thus the fight to be the heir apparent was at a hiatus. After a long and arduous struggle, 
the party of the crown prince stabilized the crown prince’s position and also created the 
necessary conditions for the later Prosperous Era of Mercy and Expressed Charity. 


On the other hand, after years of plotting and planning, Zhu Gao Xu’s efforts were all in 
the dumps. At least Zhu Di would no longer consider choosing him as the crown prince. But 
the fellow certainly would not be content. He moved his conspiracy activities to underground 
and networked with his fellow party members to prepare to rise up again. 


But this time he didn’t plan to do a peaceful change because there was only one way left in 


front of him, seize power by force. 


Although he made up his mind, Zhu Gao Xu knew himself. He knew better than anyone 
how formidable his father was when it was about fighting. As long as he was a sane man, he 
would absolutely not do anything to his father. 


Zhu Gao Xu decided to wait for the day when opportunity would be right. 
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The Last Secret 


Conquering the world, relocating the capital to Beijing, assembling The Grand Encyclopedia, 
opening communication with the countries of the Southern Seas, demonstrating his might to 
the world, suppressing Annan, and subduing Mongolia. 

Those were Comrade Zhu Di’s main accomplishments. In the first dozen years of his rule, 
he busied himself constantly and worked nonstop. He gave a lot and also achieved a lot. It was 
these achievements that earned him the honor of being a brilliant ruler of generations. 

He did many things other emperors in history weren’t able to do, but he didn’t feel a bit 
tired. In Zhu Di’s opinion, power was the motivation for his work. With power in hand, he 
was like on steroid. Power to him was a kind of narcotic and he couldn’t be away from it for a 
second. No one would be able to take it away from him. 


It seemed that a man like him neither could have nor possible to have any friends. 


But Zhu Di had some friends. In my opinion, he had at least one. 


Farewell 


In March of year sixteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1418), at the Temple of Celebrating 
Longevity, Beijing. 

Zhu Di walked hurriedly into the temple. He didn’t come to worship the Buddha. He came 
here to bid farewell to a man, to bid farewell to a friend. 

The eighty four year old Yao Guang Xiao was no longer able to rise to receive his friend. 
Prolonged military life and the extraneous job as an advisor consumed all of his energy. The 
ambitious sexagenarian intriguer of past had vanished, in his place was only a feeble old man 
lying in his bed. 

At the moment Yao Guang Xiao was emotional. The encounter in year eighteen of Martial 
Splendor (AD 1385) not only changed Zhu Di’s life, but also his own fortune. Ever since that 


time, he provided service to this ambitious man, made numerous extraordinary suggestions, 
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and contributed exceedingly. Living and working (rebellion should be counted as a kind of 
work) together with Zhu Di fostered a deep friendship between the two. Zhu Di had 
practically become has friend. 


That isn’t strange at all. Friends of men of ambition are usually men of intrigues. 


After Zhu Di took the throne, Yao Guang Xiao also suddenly became a rich priest from a 
poor monk. He could have asked for houses, carriages, women, and money from Zhu Di, who 
would certainly have satisfied him. As the first man who helped to take the country, he was 
qualified to do that. 


But he wanted nothing. 


Monetary rewards were returned, woman servants were returned, and houses were 
returned. He didn’t grow hair and still performed his court duties wearing a shaved head. At 


home he changed to his monk attire, lived in the temple, and continued to live as a monk. 


His purpose for rebellion was to realize his ambition. Once his ambition was realized, he 
was content. In addition, he also knew very well that the “friend” of his, Zhu Di, was not a 
nice ilk of man. He would not allow someone to know too many of his secrets and smarter 
than him to be by his side. 


Thus he hid himself and wanted nothing but tranquil life. 


Looking at his whole life, there was really nothing felicitous. Failures were with him in his 
young and mid ages. Not until sixty did he begin his own career and it was rebellion, a unique 
profession that meant constant fright and fear and without insurance for worker’s safety. Once 
the rebellion succeeded he also couldn’t be too bombastic. He had to continue to keep a 
vegetarian diet in the temple. Not only that, he also didn’t seem to have the extra curricula 
indulgencies in smoking, drinking, and enjoying whore houses. It can be said that his life was 


really dull. 


He plotted to overthrow one government and was involved in building a new government. 
But he got virtually nothing. To some people, besides earning himself the fame as an intriguer 
who assisted an evil doer, he pretty much led an unremarkable life. 


His tragedy wasn’t limited to only that. His past deeds were just what he had to do for his 
master. He couldn’t be thought as a bad person. He advised Zhu Di to refrain from too much 


killing. Although he was not successful, it showed the man was not a man thirsty for blood. 


But that wasn’t enough to alleviate his infamy. After all, he was a treacherous man who 
instigated a rebellion. It wouldn’t have mattered if others thought of him that way. What 
pained him most was even the only person in his family and his close friends also disdained 


him. 
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In August of year two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1404), Yao Guang Xiao returned to his 
hometown Changzhou. Now he had become an important member of the imperial court. He 
was also appointed master tutor of the crown prince. He was no longer the same man 
comparing to his obscure past. He returned to home with wealth and fame. But something 


unexpected happened. 


His parents were already dead. His closest family member was his sister. He rushed to his 
sister’s home exuberantly and hoped his family could share his glory. But his sister shut her 
door and refused to see him. Dispirited, he went to see Wang Bin, a good friend of his since his 
youth. But Wang Bin also didn’t want to see him and offered only two sentences to him via 
someone. The two sentences were brief but carried profound sentiments from Wang Bin: 


The monk is wrong! The monk is wrong! 


Yao Guang Xiao finally got a taste of being ostracized by family and friends. Although he 
was poor before, he had family and friends. Now he had power and wore official’s attire, but 
the people around him all left him. 


What he saw and heard touched him profoundly. Hence after, besides going to work every 
day, he spent all the rest of his time cloistering himself in the temple, leading a life of a sadhu. 


He seemed to want to repent his previous deeds. 


That kind of life grinded his body but brought him longevity. The monk who was only 
seven years younger than Zhu Yuan Zhang managed to live to eighty four. If he tried harder, 
maybe Zhu Di wouldn’t be able to outlive him and he might have a chance to break Zhang 
Ding Bian’s record. 


But those were all just presumptions. Now, on his last breath, he lied in his bed and looked 
at the friend whose name was Zhu Di. 


Zhu Di, with mixed feelings, was also looking at Yao Guang Xiao. What was feared the 
most by a man like him, who got his start by rebellion, was rebellion. Therefore he tightly 
gripped the power at hand and suspected everyone who was close to him. But the man in 
front of him was the only exception. The mysterious monk helped him to take the throne, but 
he wanted nothing in return. He kept a low profile. He knew his personality and his every 
movement. His skill at intrigues even excelled over him. But he never showed it. He knew the 
limit. This is really a smart man! 


Only such kind of a smart man would be qualified as Zhu Di’s friend. 


In this last meeting of the two, they talked a lot. But strangely, they talked only about state 
affairs. Yao Guang Xiao never mentioned his own private matters. That seemed to be normal. 
Both had known each other for decades and knew each other very well. Were there any 
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private matters to talk about? 


Zhu Di knew very well Yao Guang Xiao was not going to make it. The man was someone 
who always did things with purposes. Certainly in his final moment he would not have asked 
to see him for nothing and just talk about state affairs. He surely wanted to ask for something. 


Zhu Di and Yao Guang Xiao continued their conversation just like two old friends. But in 
the bottom of their hearts, both were waiting for the arrival of the final moment. 

Words exhausted, both men fell into silence. 

Finally, Yao Guang Xiao opened his mouth. He made the last request of his life: 

“Would Your Majesty please release Pu Qia?” 

Zhu Di was mum. 

Just as expected, he indeed made this request. 


Yao Guang Xiao, the one who could be called the top strategist of the time, made such a 
request before his death. Who was Pu Qia? A man that made Yao Guang Xiao concerned about 
his safety even at the last moment of his life? 


Actually the personal safety of Pu Qia wasn’t that important. All mattered was that in this 
man a secret was hidden. What was hidden was an answer that Zhu Di had been pursuing for 


over a dozen years. 
The secret was the whereabouts of Emperor Establishing Civility. 


Sixteen years earlier, a big fire burnt down the imperial palace. It also destroyed all the 
traces about Zhu Yun Wen, Emperor Establishing Civility. When Zhu Di led his large squad of 
firefighters to the scene, what left to him was only an awkward situation, in which there was 
only a ruin and no one dead or alive existed. 


Since then the whereabouts of the former emperor had become a big concern for him. To 
find the answer to the problem, Zhu Di exhausted all the means to find him. He would not let 
go any clue there might be. 


Just now, someone submitted a secret report, saying there was one man who knew where 
the former emperor was. The man was Pu Qia. 


Pu Qia was the head monk of records. It was rumored that it was him that arranged Zhu 
Yun Wen’s escape. Although it was just a rumor, the man was close to Zhu Yun Wen. He 
could indeed know Zhu Yun Wen’s whereabouts. 


Zhu Di was ecstatic once he heard about it. He then put Pu Qia in prison. Whether he 
tortured Pu Qia or not and how Pu Qia responded, there was no record and of course we don’t 
know. But what we can be certain is he didn’t get what he wanted from Pu Qia’s mouth. Not 
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until twenty years later just before his death did he find the answer to the question. 


But Pu Qia would then no longer be able to see daylight again. Not only was he a special 
political prisoner, but also one that could never be released. The reason was simple. If he 
wouldn’t reveal Zhu Yun Wen’s whereabouts, he certainly would not be released. But if he 
revealed, Zhu Di would absolutely not release him, who knew the secret, from prison. Zhu Di, 
by his nature, could also kill the man to finish everything for good. 


If nothing unusual occurred, Pu Qia was destined to spend the rest of his life in prison. 
But now, something unusual occurred. 


Zhu Di knew the weight of Yao Guang Xiao’s request. Pu Qia was one that could not be 
released. But it was the last wish of his old friend. It was a really tough decision. 


Yao Guang Xiao kept his eyes on the silent Zhu Di. He knew the emperor in front of him 


was thinking and preparing himself for a decision. 
“All right, I promise you.” 


Yao Guang Xiao was relived. He saw with his own eyes that, by his intrigues and plots, 
countless number of people died of unwarranted death. From Fang Xiao Ru to Huang Zi 
Cheng, they were executed by cutting their flesh into pieces. Their entire families were killed. 
These crimes of unmatched cruelty took place before his eyes. He had advised against them, 
but he was powerless. Although these people didn’t die on his orders, he was really the 
originator of these. 


Although he was not a charitable man, he was definitely not a devil devoid of humanity. 
The ruthless political struggles and the departures of his family members and friends made 
him to repent his behavior. Many died because of him, but he lived with burdens of guilt. 


Thus at the last moment of his life, he made this request. 
It was not for the salvage of Pu Qia, it was for the salvage of his own soul. 


Relieved spiritually, in the end Yao Guang Xiao also got his corporal relief. On March 18, 
Yao Guang Xiao died of illness in the Temple of Celebrating Longevity in Beijing. He was 
eighty four. 


The greatest schemer in the Perpetual Happiness era finally was able to leave the human 
world with contentment. He contributed a lot but didn’t seem to have received much. He 
spent the first half of his life trying hard to realize his ambition. But in the latter half of his life 
he was burdened by guilt and lived in loneliness. 


Anyway, for him, everything was over. 


Zhu Di kept his words and released Pu Qia, not out of compassion, but the promise he 
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made to an old friend. 


The throne was his, the capital was relocated, The Grand Encyclopedia was finished, the 
Southern Seas had been traversed, Annan was suppressed, and nothing could be played out 
from Wala and Tartar anymore. 


Now the only old friend also departed. 


With the play coming to this point, it was about to end. The then thirty one year old young 
man Zhu Di rose up to rebel and in the end took the country. After that he began his rule and 
created an era that belonged to him. 


In the long but short decades, he did what ought to be done, as well as ought not to be 
done. But overall, in history he was truly an emperor of rare gifts and bold strategy. Any one 
of the accomplishments listed above would not be easy to do and do well. But he was able to 


get all of them done in a short dozen of years. 
It was not easy being an emperor and having accomplished all of those. 


With all of these accomplishments, Zhu Di should be content. But actually he was not. 
Every day, when he sat in the throne and in every night when he slept in the palace, there was 
one thing that was also on his mind. It was like a nightmare that could neither be erased nor 
forgotten. 


Yes, the Zhu Di of rare vision and bold strategy had this matter on his mind and feared 
about this matter every day and night during his rule. 

Zhu Yun Wen, where are you, alive or dead? Where are you? 

Zhu Di, you needn’t have to wait too long, you would soon know the answer. 

In year twenty of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1422), the punishment soliciting Aruytai once 
again began to make trouble. He led an army to attack the Ming border. His true intention was 
just to fight in small scales by committing some robberies. He thought Ming wouldn’t be able 


to do something against him. His theory would have worked on someone else. But 
unfortunately, his opponent was Zhu Di, who never compromised. 


When Zhu Di learned that the little brother that had been subdued twelve years earlier 
again didn’t want to remain submitted, he didn’t say much. Although he was nearing to be a 
sexagenarian (at the time he was fifty five), his combative nature never receded. 

If you don’t submit, I’ll beat you until you do! 

In March of the same year, Zhu Di once again was on an expedition. The great army 
marched toward Tartar. There were no descent resistances on the way. In July, the army 
arrived at Shahuiyuan and was approaching Aruytai’s base. 


151 


The Last Secret 


Aruytai adopted a strategy of non-resistance. Did he have a follow-up strategy? 
The answer was, no. 
The reason for Aruytai’s non-resistance was simple. He didn’t have the ability to resist. 


The man who once had the ambition to restore the Mongol Empire had morphed into a 
petty theft. He was only able to do some robberies and make some troubles. He had no means 
to repel the enemy. All he could do was to flee with his wife and children. 


After wiping out Aruytai’s base, Zhu Di prepared to return. Because at the time Ulanha’s 
Three Guards conspired with Aruytai, Zhu Di decided to reprimand the old subordinate of his 
on his way back. 


He ordered his troops to march westward and told them: “When Ulanha learns our army is 
coming, he will withdraw to the west. All we have to do is wait him there.” 


His men looked at each other in bewilderment, “how do you know where they are going to 


retreat?” 


But the emperor’s words must be obeyed. The army thus moved westward. In August they 
arrived at the Chila River and at just there met Ulanha’s army and the tribes. 


Ulanha panicked but Zhu Di was very excited. Per present day’s retirement regulation, he 
has reached his retirement age”. Although by regulation on ranks, he should be ranked above 
the director level, so he could still work for a longer time, but in China’s history, an emperor at 
his age still took a knife to kill was really a rare thing. 


Seeing the enemy, he mounted his horse and took up his weapon. At a senior age of fifty 
five, he once again led his cavalry charge into the enemy formation. He soundly defeated 
Ulanha. Hundreds were killed and the rest fled. 


After that, he led the army, gave chase, and once for all destroyed Ulanha’s base. Then he 


returned home with satisfaction. 


Zhu Di’s behavior showed he was a man who loved and enjoyed war. He was a natural 


born soldier. 


Heaven didn’t treat this fight loving and war loving emperor unfairly. Just one year later, 
he once again campaigned against Tartar. But the reason for this expedition was rather strange. 
Obviously he was picking for a fight. 

In July of year twenty one of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1423), generals at the front reported 
that Aruytai might (note this point) attack the border. It was just a regular report from the 
front. But Zhu Di didn’t hesitate and immediately prepared for an expedition. 


*! The author is not lying. The retirement age in present day China for most workers is indeed fifty five. 
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They already said it was just a possibility. In addition, if the troops guarding the border got 
the information, they should already be prepared. Why would it need Emperor Your Majesty 


to go out? 

Even if Aruytai indeed intended to raid the border, he would probably also have said: “I’ve 
not even started. Even if I fight, it’s going to be a small fight. Why do you make such a big deal 
of it?” 

Actually Zhu Di’s motivation was very simple: 

To put it plainly, I just want to beat you, what can you do about it? 

Thus it seems that preemptive strike is certainly not invented by some big power. It has 


been the common rule employed by all the strong powers in history. 


In August, Zhu Di was on his fourth expedition. A thousand lis away Aruytai got the news 
and at once began to pack up and prepare to flee. He had become used to being an escapee 
and also mastered the rule of action, as well as the standard response that, if you come, I'll go, 
safety is number one. 


This was an unsuccessful expedition. Because Aruytai escaped completely, Zhu Di got 
nothing to beat. He had to return. 


Although the expedition was fruitless, Zhu Di received an unexpected present on the way. 


A present to him was priceless. 


The present was the answer he had been seeking for twenty years. 


The final answer 
Hu Ying finally returned. 


Sixteen years earlier, he received the secret mission. Alone by himself he went to Hunan, 
Hubei, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang areas. He visited big and small temples just for one purpose, to 
find Zhu Yun Wen. For ten years he put in all of his energy and effort, but he got nothing. 


Hu Ying knew very well that Zhu Di was not a man who would negotiate. Ever since he 
received the order, his fate was left with just two possible outcomes. He would either find Zhu 
Yun Wen, or continue the search until his death and be succeeded by another man. 


Alone, friendless, and to no one he could tell his story, just like that, Hu Ying arduously 
searched for a dozen years. During that period he didn’t return home. Even when his mother 
died he couldn’t return home for a visit. Before he accomplished his task, he didn’t have the 
right to return home. 


Zhu Di was not an unkind man and knew the toughness of the job. In year fourteen of 
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Perpetual Happiness (AD 1414) he finally recalled Hu Ying and appointed him left deputy 
minister of rites. From a little palace emissary to all of a sudden the second man of the 
Ministry of Rites, Hu Ying was the envy of people. But only Zhu Di and Hu Ying knew that 
was just a reward for Hu Ying’s secret work. 


After ten years, Hu Ying wasn’t able to find Zhu Yun Wen. He had to return to the Court to 
take an office job. 


Does this man still exist? Maybe he can never be found anymore. 
An appointment three years later shattered Hu Ying’s imagination. 


In year seventeen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1419), once again Zhu Di ordered Hu Ying 
to visit the Zhejiang and Jiangsu areas. This appeared on the surface to be just a regular 
appointment, but it was really the beginning of another search. We can believe that Zhu Di this 


time got accurate information that Zhu Yun Wen was in this area! 
We must find him! 


But again Hu Ying sent back no news in several years, which even made Zhu Di lost his 


confidence. 


Hu Ying continued his search and Zhu Di continued waiting. Twenty years passed and the 
arrangement between the two young men became an arrangement between two old men. Zhu 
Di’s health also deteriorated day by day. Probably he could wait for not too long. But the 
arrangement was still there and it had to remain there. 


Just when it appeared that Zhu Yun Wen was about to be thought as someone forever lost, 
the matter took an unexpected turn. 


The question that its answer had been pending for twenty years finally had an answer, in a 
mysterious night. 


In a late night in year twenty one of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1423), Zhu Di, on the road of 
an expedition, was sleeping in his mobile palace. Suddenly a chamber servant came in to 
inform Zhu Di that someone wanted to see him. 


Being awoken, Zhu Di was upset, which was a reasonable reaction, for even an ordinary 
person wouldn’t want to be awoken in a dreamy sound sleep. But when the chamber servant 
mentioned the name of the visitor, Zhu Di was like having received an electrical shock. 
Immediately the desire to sleep disappeared and he sent the order to summon the visitor in at 
once. The visitor who awoke Zhu Di in a late night was no other than Hu Ying. 


Excitement, expectation, and fear filled Zhu Di’s heart. He knew clearly that without his 
order, Hu Ying would not come back on his own initiative. This time Hu Ying came back 
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without asking for permission and visited in late night meant only one thing, that he found 
that man. 


Hu Ying met Zhu Di and told him everything he knew. The two men conversed for a long 


time. 

Many may ask, what did they discuss about? What was the answer to the twenty year old 
mystery? 

I must report to everyone with deep sorrow that I don’t know either. 


Frankly speaking, I feel sorry for saying something like this now. Hu Ying eventually 
didn’t humbug Zhu Di. Although he let Zhu Di wait for sixteen years, he actually brought him 


an answer. 


Since I started describing the mystery to now the end of it, numerous historical events got 
intertwined into it. It also has been a long time, but still, in the end I still can’t give everyone a 


firm answer. 


Honestly, I shouldn’t be blamed. It has been mentioned before that this book is written 
based on various historical records with my own analysis and discretion. Although I am also 
using some records from essays and personal journals in Ming and Qing, still the main basis 
are the official historical records like The Chronicles of Ming and The Official History of Ming. 


I am rather bold but on such an important historical mystery, I dare not to mess with my 
speculation. If there is nothing in history records, then I of course cannot make it up. But you 
don’t have to be disappointed, for although I cannot offer a conclusion, I can reason to a 
conclusion. 


One has to recognize that history records are immutable but men are. One of the 
responsibilities of historians is to discover the living secrets from the immutable words of 
history. 

Now let’s begin the reasoning in an effort to discover the truth hidden in history. In the 


process of reasoning, we will arrive at three lemmas: 


First of all, based on the above records we know Hu Ying indeed accomplished his task 
and found the former emperor. Despite being awoken in a late night, Zhu Di remained excited 
afterward. We’ve made our analysis previously, unless the task was accomplished, Hu Ying 
would not dare to leave his post on his own initiative. 


We obtain our Lemma I: Hu Ying accomplished his mission and brought back the news 
about the former emperor. 


What ensues is the most critical part, which is also the most controversial part, what did 
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Hu Ying tell Zhu Di? 


That seems to be a dead end. But if we follow the traces and do additional reasoning and 
analyzing based on Lemma I, we should be able to know the details of the two men’s 


conversation in that night. 

Hu Ying came in a late night, what would he have told Zhu Di? There were the following 
possibilities: 

A. Ihave not found the former emperor and I don’t have news about him. I come in so late 
in the night to wake you up just to tease you. 

Conclusion: impossible. 


Reason: Zhu Di would not have assigned such an important job to a mentally unstable 


person. 
B. [have found the former emperor’s whereabouts, but he is already dead. 
Conclusion: slim possibility. 


Reason: Although I was not at the scene, I can assert that what Hu Ying told Zhu Di was 
not something like that, for in the history record there was one critical statement that can 


prove my inference: 
“Told everything he knew and did not emerge until dawn.” 


See, “did not emerge until dawn”! If a man is dead, even if you are a coroner, regardless 
what needs to discuss it wouldn’t have taken such a long time. Hu Ying was a stoic man of few 
words. He had an ultra-secret mission and would absolutely not be a man who was prone to 
talking nonsense. Thus we can infer that what he told Zhu Di would not be that. 


Thus we come to the final conclusion C. 
C. [have found the former emperor and also talked with him. 
Conclusion: very probable. 


Reason: The above two inferences were both incorrect and this one remains as the most 


probable conclusion. 


With this, using history records and the process of elimination we have arrived at the 


second lemma. 
Lemma II: Hu Ying found the former emperor and also talked to him. 


Combining Lemma I and Lemma II, we have come to the ending of the mystery, what did 


the former emperor tell Hu Ying? 


That seemed to be something we can no longer know. We can’t even be certain what Hu 
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Ying told Zhu Di, how can we know what the former emperor told Hu Ying? 
But if we examine closely, we can see it’s something knowable. 


What the former emperor told Hu Ying must be the content of the conversation between 
Hu Ying and Zhu Di! 


Hu Ying was not the kind of official who had nothing to do but banter with everyone. He 
had an important mission, which must be completed. Once he found the former emperor and 
conversed with him, he must tell everything about the conversion to Zhu Di, because that was 
the most important part of his mission. Thus we can be certain that what Hu Ying told Zhu Di 
in that mysterious night was just what the former emperor told Hu Ying. 


Now it’s clear to us as long as we know the details of the conversation between Hu Ying 
and the former emperor, we can know the details of the conversation between Hu Ying and 
Zhu Di. Then what did Hu Ying and the former emperor discuss? 


For sure, they would not have discussed about weather and prices. Besides saluting and 
offering pleasantries to the former emperor by Official Hu Ying, there could only be one 
subject in the conversation, the former emperor’s outlook to the future. 


Your Majesty, you are still alive, what do you want to do? 

We have reasons to believe Zhu Yun Wen gave Hu Ying an answer. 

In that mysterious night, what Hu Ying told Zhu Di was exactly that answer. 

What was the former emperor’s answer? It seemed also to be a secret that is not knowable. 
But in fact it’s a knowable secret, for the secret answer is exactly our third lemma. 

The key to unlocking the secret still lies in history record, “then mysteries were resolved”. 


Relieved, completely relieved. The twenty year suspicion, worry, expectation, regret, and 
fear all dispersed after that night. 


It should be pointed out that at the same time we can infer that when Hu Ying was talking 
to Zhu Di, the former emperor should still be alive. 


Hu Ying was a civilian official and later he was appointed minister due to his great 
accomplishments on this matter. He was also one of the five officials entrusted to help the 
young emperor by Emperor Manifestation. During the search, to ensure secrecy, he operated 
all alone. He was not someone who was capable of committing a murder to conceal truth. The 
fact that he visited Zhu Di in a late night also was evident enough to indicate that before that 
he didn’t report to Zhu Di about the news on the former emperor. 


Of course, after that conversation, it would be hard to say if Zhu Di would send someone 
to eradicate the former emperor once for all. 
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But I’d rather believe Zhu Di didn’t do that. In my view, he was not a man devoid of 
humanity. His cruelty was to ensure he kept the throne. Now more than twenty years had 
passed, he had become an old man. He also had an answer. He should stop. 


Lemma III: The answer. 


“It’s been twenty years. I don’t want to fight anymore. Be at peace as an emperor, I only 


want to remain alive.” 


I am convinced that was the final answer. Only an answer of such kind would pacify the 
dispute of twenty years, so as to eliminate the fears inside the two men. 


The one in the emperor’s throne got the spiritual relief. The one hidden among the people 
got the corporal relief. 


Ino longer want to contest with you anymore. Be a good emperor. 
Iam no longer going to search for you anymore. Be an ordinary man and live in peace. 


The contest between the uncle and nephew finally ended. To vie for power, the two 
relatives began with distrust and hatred. Then they faced each other with weapons. Patricide 
was committed and in the end, uncle defeated nephew and got the throne. 


But the matter didn’t just end there. Although the one who took the throne had the power, 
he was always fearful, dreading that when he awoke after a night, he would be like a loser 


losing what he just got. 


Because having nothing was not dreadful. What was dreadful was having something and 


then losing it. 


The one who got pushed down from the throne was more miserable. He had to abandon 
the luxurious life and hide among the people. He had to be away from the world and stay 
away from the search of the man in power. He had to be anonymous to eke out a living. 


The cruel torture to the mind and body lasted for twenty years. The torture of more than 
six thousand days would make anyone mad. 


It seems that when one had the power one had everything. But many actually don’t 
understand that in the game of power, you don’t get the chance to rest. Once you are in it, you 
have to keep playing it until you lose or die. 


One gets much but also loses even more. 
For both the winner and the loser, that was what they had to pay. 


Once embarked on that road, one could not turn back. 
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Destined to die on the road of expedition 


Regardless, Zhu Di finally got the relief. Although it came a bit late, it still came. At least he 
would not enter his coffin with a mystery. 

Perhaps Heaven had mercy on Zhu Di, for if the answer came one or two years later, Zhu 
Di had to carry his regret to see his father. But now he was able to live a few comfortable days 
without worry. 

Zhu Di’s spirit was liberated. To him, the days afterward should be relaxed and merry. But 
that was probably the last reward Heaven would bestow on him, for Death began to slowly 
approach him. 

In January of year twenty two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1424), Aruytai retook his old job 
and began to commit robberies along the Ming border and invaded places like Datong. Now 
Zhu Di’s health was no longer as good as before. But to completely resolve the problem once 
for all, he still managed to mount his war horse and led his army on his fifth expedition. 

If he wasn’t thinking for himself, he had to think about the future for his son. He had to 
help to completely wipe out the enemy so that his son would be able to do his job as an 
emperor in peace. Even if he couldn’t leave much legacy, at least he could leave some peaceful 
days. 

Since ancient times, paternal love was just about that. 


Like before, Zhu Di selected a few officials to accompany him. Among the men he selected, 


one would soon play an extremely important role. 
The man was Yang Rong. 


In June, the army arrived at the Dalanamuer River, which was the place originally 
frequented by Aruytai. But now it was a desolate place. The serial robber Aruytai had long 
packed up before and fled. 


After repeated search, Aruytai still couldn’t be found. But Zhu Di’s health was 
deteriorating day by day. Quarrels took place among the officials. 


Zhang Fu argued he would be willing to take one month’s provision and go into the desert 
to get Aruytai. 


Yang Rong argued that the army had arrived here. If they continued to stay, supplies 
would not be sufficient. They had to return as early as possible. 


Zhu Di staidly listened to their arguments and then issued his order: 


Go home. 
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He was fed up. Since his childhood campaigning with those celebrity generals, to his youth 
rising in the rebellion, to adulthood’s expeditions against Mongols and fighting across the 
deserts, he had fought for decades and killed countless men. The life of fighting in battlefields 


was certainly exhilarating but also onerous. 
Better to go home. 


In July, the army arrived at Green Hillock. The ailing Zhu Di summoned Yang Rong and 
the emperor and his official had their last conversation. 


Zhu Di said: “After so many years, the crown prince has his governing skills well honed. 
Once I’m back, I'll give the power to him. I'll live in peace for the last a few years. I want to 
live a few days in tranquility.” 

Yang Rong was ecstatic. But he didn’t show it. He replied: “His Highness the crown prince 
is compassionate and virtuous and he won’t betray Your Majesty’s expectation.” 

The ailing Zhu Di smiled. He took the country and kept the country. Now his son had 
become an able man. Ming would be even stronger in his hands. He would eventually now be 
able to enjoy some peace. 

But Zhu Di never thought he could no longer return home. 

Perhaps Heaven also learned from Zhu Di’s style of doing things to the end. He was 
determined to let the war and combat loving emperor to end his life on the road of an 
expedition. 

When the army arrived at Elm Creek, Zhu Di’s body that had been maintained by will 
could no longer sustain him. He died in the army camp. He was sixty five. 

Sixty five years ago, the baby that was born in the midst of a raging war, having gone 
through numerous tumults, finally found his destination on the campaign trail and got his 
eternal peace. 

In my view, dying in a campaign was really the best way for his end. The legendary 
emperor thus ended his life just like that. 


He seemed to be destined to be born in war and die on the road of an expedition. 


By convention, there should be an overall appraisal for the emperor. Actually there are 
many versions of appraisals in the past Ming histories on this legendary emperor. I think the 
best one should be the appraisal by The Official History of Ming. 


Although there are many errors and issues in The Official History of Ming, in my opinion, 
there is no better one than its appraisal on Zhu Di. So far I have rarely referenced the original 
text. At most I’ve only referenced some excerpts to indicate the origin. But the paragraph 
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below is really the writings of a genius. Yours truly initially wanted to write my own appraisal. 
Nonetheless, I dare not to show my skills in front of experts. Thus I am copying the text below. 


Commend: The Worldly Emperor practiced martial skills at a young age. He occupied the 
strategically advantageous region of You and Yan. Seeing Emperor Establishing Civility being 
weak and feeble, he marched toward the interior and took control of the country. After taking 
the throne, he conducted himself with restraint and frugality. When flooding and drought 
were reported in the morning, disaster relief was ordered in the evening. He allowed no 
hoodwinks in his rule. He was insightful in people’s ability and knew how to use talents. He 
had the ability to see through the surface and get to the essence. His strategic vision matched 
that of the Great Grandfather's. Six expeditions to the deserts subdued the north. In his later 
years, his power and moral influence reached far. Nations around the world submitted to him. 
As many as thirty nations paid tributes to Ming. The size of the territory was greater than that 
of the Han’s and Tang’s! Such glorious accomplishments were unmatched and unprecedented! 
But at the time of changes, he acted against history. His unprincipled shortcomings cannot be 
concealed! 


The size of the territory was greater than that of the Han’s and Tang’s! Such glorious 
accomplishments were unmatched and unprecedented! 


If one receives such compliments, he should be content to rest in peace! 


He was not a good man, but he was unquestionably a good emperor. 


A late night conspiracy 


Zhu Di ended his legendary life. Finally he passed away. A dead man had no worries and 
no longer needed to be bothered by such matters as power, money, and future. But men alive 
had to be concerned with these. 


Under the sorrowful cloud over Zhu Di’s death, there hid an invisible stream. Different 
interest groups stepped up the pace. What they were contending for was the most valuable 
legacy left by Zhu Di, the throne. 


Long ago when Zhu Di embarked on his expedition, his good son Zhu Gao Xu foresaw that 
his father might soon pass away. He stepped up his plans and sent his son Zhu Zhan Qi to the 
capital to hide as an informant. In addition, he used fast horses to send messages. Sometimes 
there could be seven or eight teams of people to deliver messages back and forth. In the age 
when there was no telephone, the messengers suffered. 


Zhu Gao Xu wanted the throne even in his dreams. But he knew clearly he could only act 
once his father was confirmed dead and after attempts to save his life failed. If the information 
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was not accurate and he acted, then suppose if his daddy played a trick on death or 
resurrected from death and came to him: “You bastard, do you attempt to mimic your father to 
rebel!” Without a fight, he would be lost. 


In front of the virtuoso rebel Zhu Di, Zhu Gao Xu was still a bit green. 
He patiently waited, waiting for the arrival of that message. 


Zhu Di’s chamber servant Ma Yun was a man that attracted no attention. Usually he was 
seen as a man who was not biased for either side. But now, he showed his stance. After Zhu 
Di’s death, as the chamberlain he summoned two men to a meeting. The two men were Yang 
Rong and Jin You Zi. 


The three conspired to arrive at a decision. They decided to postpone the declaration of 
imperial death. Everyday meals were still going to be delivered to the emperor at regular 
times to conceal the fact from people. Information was placed under tight control and men 
from the camp were forbidden to go out to report any news. 


Some may ask, if an emperor was dead and because he was still on an expedition, it was a 
conventional arrangement to conceal the death. Why should it be considered a conspiracy? 


It was because the seemingly conventional arrangement had something hidden in it. Before 
Zhu Di died, the caretaking officials he summoned were not the two men, but Zhang Fu! 


Before his death, Zhu Di summoned Zhang Fu and decreed his wish that the throne be 
passed to the crown prince. There seemed nothing to worry about. But the problem was the 
man Zhang Fu. 


Zhang Fu was Zhang Yu’s son. But Zhang Yu and Qiu Fu were very close to Zhu Gao Xu. 
They were all battlefield buddies in the war. On the issue of choosing the crown prince, the 
war party supported Zhu Gao Xu. 


It was very unusual for Ma Yun to summon Yang Rong and Jin You Zi to secretly make 
such a grave decision without Zhang Fu present. Obviously they were already on guard. 

In fact, their worries were not unfounded. A year later on the eve of Zhu Gao Xu’s rebellion, 
the insider whom was to be contacted was no other man than Zhang Fu. 


After the news blackout was put in place, Yang Rong was assigned the most important 
mission, to return to the capital to report the death to the crown prince, as well as preparing 
for the crown prince’s accession to the throne. As a member of the crown prince’s party who 
had been hiding for many years, he finally had his chance to use his skills. He rode day and 
night and finally was able to deliver the decree to the hands of the crown prince. 


Zhu Gao Xu was kept in the dark from the beginning to the end. When he got the news, the 
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crown prince was already prepared and acceded to the throne. 


Mr. Zhu Gao Xu, you guessed wrong again. Learn from this lesson and try again next time. 


You’ll have another chance. 
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Chapter Eleven 


Zhu Gao Chi’s Courage and a Mystery 


Zhu Gao Chi, the Benevolent Father of Ming 


Having been through so much travail and tribulation, fat man Zhu Gao Chi finally acceded 
to the throne. The title of the reign year was named Prosperous Splendor. 


In fact the obese man was indeed a benevolent and lenient emperor. Under his fat and 


debilitating exterior there was an able and tender heart. 


As soon as he was on the throne, he immediately issued the order to release Student Yang 
Pu, who had been continuously studying in prison and recruited him into the Cabinet. Now 
Yang Shi Qi and Yang Rong were already members of the Cabinet. Thus he formed one of the 
strongest cabinets in Ming history, the Cabinet of three Yangs. 


But an issue emerged. Although everyone knew the Cabinet was an agency that the 
emperor most trusted and it was also the most powerful, because the members of the Cabinet 
ranked only at fifth grade, to ask those ministers who ranked at second grade to submit to 


them was in fact very difficult. 


The issue appeared to be simple to resolve. If so, change it, by promoting the Cabinet 
scholars to second grade, would everything be resolved? 

The issue was not that simple! You change as you wish? That system is a legacy of your 
dad’s. His corpse has not become cold and you dared to change it? Those orthodox civilian 
officials always occupied the high ground on this matter. 

But it had to change. The issue had to be resolved. 

Among the numerous peoples and nations, if we have to rank the intellectual ability, 
Chinese can absolutely be ranked among the top ones. Among the abilities, the most is the 
ability to work around. If it doesn’t work this way, then find another way, as long as one can 


reach his goal. 
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This is just what the saying says, if this road is blocked, take a detour. That was the 
manifestation of collective wisdom. 


Zhu Gao Chi didn’t change the ranking of the grand scholars, but he set up a pluralistic 
system. 


He appointed Yang Rong the head of Office of Rituals and Lands, Yang Shi Qi the deputy 
minister of rites, and Jin You Zi the deputy minister of revenue and population. They were 
grand academicians of the Cabinet as well. Thus those fifth grade minor officials suddenly 
became third grade bigwigs. It was much convenient to do things this way. 


He achieved his purpose without violating his father’s system. From now on the pluralistic 
system lasted for over two hundred years and became one of the fixated systems of the 
Cabinet. 


Similar things were found everywhere in later history. Every time I see this, I am amazed 


by the wisdom of the Chinese people. 


After succeeding to the throne, Zhu Gao Chi didn’t forget those friends who suffered with 
him during the hardships. In year one of Prosperous Splendor (AD 1425), he rewarded his 
friends with his actions. 


To ordinary people, the way an emperor rewarded his officials were nothing but giving 
somethings of value and a few praises. But the way Zhu Gao Chi offered his rewards was 


surprising and it was very rare among the emperors throughout history. 


On a day in April, after the Court was dismissed, Zhu Gao Chi asked Yang Shi Qi and Jian 
Yi to stay. He had something to say to the two men. 


In that frightening and soul-shocking struggle, innumerable number of people betrayed 
and abandoned him. Under those extremely difficult circumstances, these were the only two 
men remained loyal to him and followed him. There was no question about Yang Shi Qi. 


Although Jian Yi maintained a low profile, the man was always on his side. 


Times passed and waves purified the sand. The two men who had been through the test 
were not just his subordinates, they were also his friends. 


Zhu Gao Chi looked at his two friends and spoke with deep emotion: “I had been the 
regent for twenty years. There were always nefarious men trying to frame me. Regardless how 
difficult the circumstance was and how dire the situation was, with misery in our hearts, we 
three bore them together. In the end it was benevolence and wisdom that allowed me to have 
this day!” 

Recalling the previous years of hardships, Zhu Gao Chi became very emotional. He even 
wept as he spoke. 
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Yang Shi Qi and Jian Yi were also sobbing. They said: “The late emperor was wise because 
he was moved by Your Majesty’s honesty, loyalty, and benevolence.” 


Just like that, the three friends who had been through misery and hardships sobbed 
together. 


In my view, the true expression of feelings was far more genuine in expressing Zhu Gao 
Chi’s thanks than treasures. 


Zhu Gao Chi didn’t disappoint Yang Shi Qi. He was truly a good emperor. 


Although he was an emperor of a short life and went to see his father even before his seat 
in the throne was warm, in his short reign, he ...... (words omitted), maintained the prosperity 
of the Great Empire of Ming. 


Why omitting the words? It’s because the words used in praising emperors are all the same. 
Such words like restoring productions and industrious in state affairs, the nonsense that I 
don’t like to write and I guess you also don’t want to read. If you want to do more research, 
you can refer to related text books. 


In my opinion, those are what an emperor is supposed to do. What truly showed Zhu Gao 


Chi’s lenience and benevolence and earned him the everlasting fame was this: 


We have previously said, Zhu Di died in July of year twenty two of Perpetual Happiness 
(AD 1424). Per tradition, unless there was unusual circumstance, the crown prince could 
accede to the throne immediately after his father’s death but he could absolutely not change 
the title of the reign year to his own title. He had to wait for the second year when his dad’s 
corpse had really become cold to change to his own title. 


For example, Zhu Di died in July of year twenty two of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1424). 
Zhu Gao Chi immediately acceded to the throne and also had his own reign year title 
Prosperous Splendor. From July to December, it was under his reign. But this time could only 
be included in year twenty two of Perpetual Happiness. Not until the second year (AD 1425), 
could it be titled as year one of Prosperous Splendor. 


This period was the adapting period for the crown prince. In layman’s term, it was the 
period in which one stepped out of his father’s shadow. Usually in this period, the new 
emperor didn’t dare to do much. He would just follow the orders and policies left by his father. 
Even if he wanted to be the master of his own home and change the world, he most likely 
wouldn’t choose this period. 


But it was this honest and meek Zhu Gao Chi, without even having solidified his position, 
dared to change his father’s orders in this short period. 


To many officials at the time, it was an offensive action against tradition. 
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In my opinion, Zhu Gao Chi’s change was exceptionally good. What he did made people 
very happy! 

On a day in November, Zhu Gao Chi suddenly issued an imperial decree that all the 
officials’ family members who were sentenced to servitude during the war in the era of 
Emperor Establishing Civility were pardoned and became civilians. They were also allotted 
lands so that they could settle down and be content with their lives. 

During the war, Zhu Di killed countless number of people and sent countless number of 
them into servitude. Qi Tai, Huang Zi Cheng, and Fang Xiao Ru and others were all labelled as 
treacherous officials. The matter was set in stone and there was no way to change it. 

But now, his son Zhu Gao Chi suddenly issued such a decree and it caught many officials 
off guard. But what surprised them was still to come. 

Zhu Gao Chi then asked the officials: “Are there still descendants of Qi Tai and Huang Zi 
Cheng?” 

It took a while for the officials to react. They replied: “Qi Tai had a son and at the time he 
was six. Thus he was spared and sentenced to serve in remote areas. Huang Zi Cheng didn’t 
have any descendant left (later it was known that Huang Zi Cheng had a son, who changed his 
surname and was able to escape and was later pardoned).” 


Zhu Gao Chi deliberated for a long time and then said: “Pardon Qi Tai’s son and get him 
back.” 


Then he continued: “Are there any Fang Xiao Ru’s descendants?” 
The officials had their jaws dropped. 
Fang Xiao Ru? Are you referring to the Fang Xiao Ru, whose kinsmen were all killed? 


His extended family was all killed. Where to find his descendant? Are you joking at the 
expense of the dead man? 


But the emperor had issued the order, so they had to find out. 
The search indeed yielded something. Although he didn’t have a descendant, there was a 


relative. 


Fang Xiao Ru’s father Fang Ke Qin had a younger brother named Fang Ke Jia, who had a 
son named Fang Xiao Fu (Fang Xiao Ru’s cousin). He was also sent to a remote area to serve in 
the military. Now finally he was able to come home. 


Comparing to these lenient actions, what was even more surprising was what he said. 
Zhu Gao Chi said to the civilian and military officials: “Many officials in the time of 


Establishing Civility were killed. But men like Fang Xiao Ru were all loyal men!” 
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Officials were again stunned and speechless. 


Loyal men? Didn’t your father say that they were treacherous ones? Now you are changing? 


Does it mean that your father was wrong in killing them? 
Amid the controversies, Zhu Gao Chi accomplished his grand feat. 


Before even being on a firm footing, driven by his own morality and consciousness, Zhu 
Gao Chi was brave enough to correct his father’s mistakes. He was not afraid of what people 
would say and their opposition. That was unquestionably a grand feat. 


Real lenience and benevolence required courage. 
Zhu Gao Chi was a courageous man. 


Although the Benevolent Father of Ming had a short life and was an emperor for only one 
year and ranked second in number of years reigned from the bottom among the emperors, just 
on this one thing he deserved the word ‘Benevolent’ in his posthumous name. He also 
deserved the fame of being called a wise ruler of a generation. 


If the Benevolent Father of Ming continued his rule, one can believe that Ming would 
continue to be thriving and prosperous. But he confirmed that old idiom, “Good people don’t 
live long”. In May of year one of Prosperous Splendor (AD 1425), Zhu Gao Chi, who had been 


an emperor for only ten month, fell ill and died soon after. 


The benevolent emperor thus ended his life. But his great and courageous actions were 
always remembered by the people. 


At least those who were pardoned would remember him. 


A murder mystery 


The position of emperor became vacant again. But the vacancy would not last long. Many 
people queued up for it. 


Zhu Gao Chi fell gravely ill. The brilliant Crown Prince Zhu Zhan Ji certainly was very 
concerned. But besides him, there was another pair of eyes staring at the throne. Naturally 
those were our old friend Zhu Gao Xu’s. 


Although Zhu Gao Xu always fought and lost, he chose to always fight after a loss. 
Determined in the belief that the empire never stopped trying to destroy him, for decades he 
continued his plotting and destructions. Zhu Gao Chi was very nice and didn’t punish him. 
He was only warned. But the rascal brother became even more arrogant. Now when he saw 
Zhu Gao Chi was gravely ill, once again he began another attempt in plotting to seize power. 


Taking from the lesson learned from last time, Zhu Gao Xu beefed up his intelligence 
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operation. He deployed many informants to monitor Zhu Gao Chi. Of course it was not about 
to ensure his safety but rather to determine when he would die. 


His plan was as follow. Considering that The Three Battalions in the capital would be able 
to easily finish those poorly trained troops of his, and there would be no assurance of success 
by launching an attack, it would amount to a suicide. He decided to focus his action on Zhu 
Gao Chi’s son Zhu Zhan Ji. 


He made the preparation. As soon as he got the news of Zhu Gao Chi’s death, he would 
immediately set an ambush. When Zhu Zhan Ji was on his way to the funeral, he would 
destroy him and take the throne amid the chaos. 

Zhu Gao Xu was very confident about his plan. Why? Because of the timing. 

As we have said before, his fiefdom was in Lean of Shandong. But Crown Prince Zhu Zhan 
Ji was in Nanjing (per tradition, the crown prince garrisoned Nanjing). When the news of the 
emperor’s death was sent out, the crown prince would surely set out from Nanjing, which 
would take a long time. But he would have ample time to deploy his troops and wait for the 


crown prince’s arrival. 


Lean is very close to the capital and Nanjing is very farm from the capital. When Zhu Gao 
Chi dies, the one who first gets the news is certainly me, Zhu Gao Xu. When you hear about it 
and rush to the capital, my soldiers are already waiting for you on the way! 

Ihave ample time to commit my acts. Zhu Zhan Ji, submit to your fate! 

Zhu Gao Xu’s idea wasn’t a bad one. But unfortunately, something very strange happened 


to him. It not only broke his plan, but also left a mystery in history. 


In May of year one of Prosperous Splendor (AD 1425), Zhu Gao Chi died. When Zhu Gao 
Xu heard the news he was very happy. Thinking it would take Zhu Zhan Ji some time to come 
here, he leisurely deployed his troops for an ambush. 


But an unexpected thing took place. He got himself ready and waited. But Zhu Zhan Ji 
didn't come. Before Zhu Gao Xu was able to hum the words “are you going to come tonight”, 
he received a very bad piece of news. Zhu Zhan Ji was already in the capital and succeeded as 
the emperor. 


Strange, really strange! 
Is Zhu Zhan Ji able to fly, or is he able to predict the future? 
That was not only Zhu Gao Xu’s question, it was also a mystery to posterity. 


On this there are many different versions in history records. Some say it was just a rumor 


that Zhu Gao Xu planned to attack the crown prince and in fact the crown prince got to the 


170 


Book of Zhu Gao Chi 


capital uneventfully after receiving the news of the death. Some say Zhu Gao Xu wasn’t ready 
and sent troops only after the crown prince had passed. 


Another version was rather sensational: 
Zhu Zhan Ji knew his father’s death before Zhu Gao Xu. 


The long distance was a fact. As long as the messengers didn’t set up tents and slept for 
several days and nights, Zhu Gao Xu of Lean must know the news earlier than Zhu Zhan Ji of 
Nanjing. There were neither telephones nor airplanes. Even if you blow your head in your 
reasoning, you can’t find the way that Zhu Zhan Ji could know the news of the death earlier 
than Zhu Gao Xu. 


There were ways and probably there was only one way. 

If this version was true, then we could come to only one conclusion: 
Zhu Zhan Ji couldn’t predict future, but he could create future. 

He murdered his own father. 


If you are not satisfied with the reasoning, don’t throw bricks at me, because the reasoning 
is not created by me. In fact, the death of Zhu Gao Chi, the Benevolent Father of Ming had 
always been an unsolved mystery in history. So far there are several versions. One version 
alleges that Zhu Gao Chi indulged in too much sensual pleasure. In addition, he had illness 
and thus he died of his illness. Another version alleges that his son Zhu Zhan Ji couldn’t wait 
for his father to pass the throne to him and murdered him. Based on some of the signs around 
Zhu Gao Chi’s death (for example, ceremonies were already ready), Zhu Zhan Ji probably was 
already prepared to take the throne. 


We don’t have to consider the first version and let’s only examine the second version. In 
fact, Zhu Gao Xu very probably set up an ambush on the road. Based on his reaction after Zhu 
Zhan Ji’s accession to the throne and under many adverse situations he still rebelled, he was 
very determined to rise up. It was an excellent opportunity and he should not have missed. 

Then why wasn’t he able to accost Zhu Zhan Ji? There could be several reasons. Maybe 
Zhu Zhan Ji avoided the main road. It was also possible that when hearing the news that his 
father was gravely ill, he departed early. Even more probably was Zhu Gao Xu was not ready 
and missed the opportunity. 

On this question, it’s impossible for us to have any answer or even inference. It may just 
remain as a perpetual mystery. 

History’s enchantment lies in that there is always countless number of mysteries for people 


to investigate but always not able to come up with answers. 
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Either dying of indulgence or murder, it was not a natural death (very few emperor could 
have that kind of honor). 


In the end we are able to only come to one sure conclusion: 
Zhu Gao Chi died and Zhu Zhan Ji acceded. 
That is all. 


Of course, we should forget the wretched schemer Zhu Gao Xu. This comrade had been 
plotting for decades but got nothing accomplished. Many times he saw a cooked duck flying 
away. From his father to his brother, and then to his brother’s son, but nothing belonged to 
him. Honestly, if one schemed with such kind of result, it would be really sorrowful and 
pitiable. 

If we have to rate the most successful schemers, Yao Guang Xiao must be ranked among 
the top three and Zhu Gao Xu is for sure to be ranked at the bottom. 


But if it is about ranking the most pitiable and laughable schemer, then Zhu Gao Xu will 
lose to no one and be ranked at the top. 


It is very sad. Just like that, the wretched schemer Zhu Gao Xu waited for decades. His 
patience had all been pulverized. In his heart, he had already solidified his wish: 


Be firm, overcome all obstacles, and I must rise up! 
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Chapter Twelve 
Zhu Zhan Ji is a Good Comrade 


The Expressively Charitable Father of Ming, Zhu Zhan Ji 
Zhu Zhang Ji was a good emperor, not just marginally good, but really good. 


He was attentive to running the government. He restored production (don’t blame me for 
uttering these nonsenses, good emperors were all alike). He cared about people’s sufferings. 
He often paid private visits to the people. But it was not in the style of Emperor Heavenly 
Eminent” in his touring of the south. He went out in plain street clothe unostentatiously. He 
didn’t burden local governments to provide support for the visits. Every time he went out, he 
only took his body guards with him. 


Once he went to his father’s tomb to honor his father. On the way back he was passing 
Changping (present day Beijing’s Changping district) and he saw some peasants laboriously 
working in the field. Model labors like these were of course liked by the emperor. Thus he 
asked his body guard to summon a peasant to come over for a chat. He asked the peasant why 
he had to work so hard. Perhaps the peasant didn’t know his identity and the emperor got an 
answer that he never expected. 


The peasant replied: We plant in the spring, cultivate in the summer, and not until fall can 
we harvest. If we let ourselves down any time, our livelihood for the entire year will be up in 
the air. We won't be able to even pay for the lease. To feed our families, we have to work every 
day without stop. 


Zhu Zhan Ji sighed. He now understood why people worked so hard. They were not 
working for his country and his rule. They just wanted to keep themselves alive. 


Such kind of a reply put Zhu Zhan Ji in an awkward situation. Then he had to smooth the 
conversation: “Then perhaps you can rest in the winter.” 


This time it was the peasant’s turn to sigh. He said: “In the winter, there is corvee from the 


government. We have to contribute our labor.” 


*° One of the Emperors of Qing dynasty and usually translated phonetically as Emperor Qianlong. 
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Looking at the peasants’ backs that would never stay straight, Zhu Zhan Ji was moved. He 
told the guards to get ready to go back. 


The peasant perhaps didn’t know the identity of the person who inquired him. He also 
could absolutely not think that the chat with this man would be recorded in history. 


Zhu Zhan Ji returned to the palace and wrote an essay overnight. He described his 
experience and distributed it to the officials. He said emotionally: “People have to work so 
hard to remain alive. How can we not care about using their labor?” 


Sure, whether the emperor’s plaint moved those adroit power players wasn’t necessarily a 
sure thing. But from this story we can see Zhu Zhan Ji was a wise man. He was a man who 


could sympathize with people’s sufferings. 


In fact, his grandfather Mr. Zhu Di was really too aggressive. He attacked anyone who 
opposed him and sometimes even fought without being provoked. Although initially those 
actions were very impressive, more burdens were placed on the people, because armies 
needed provisions, labors, and a lot of money for their campaigns. Zhu Di himself never 
farmed and never made money. He would just ask from the lower level officials. Surely the 
officials would not farm and they had to place all the burdens on the people. 


Thus at the end of the Perpetual Happiness era, there were famines in many areas. 
Productions suffered heavy destructions. Zhu Zhan Ji wasn’t as ambitious as his grandfather, 
but he understood that it was time to recuperate. 

Luckily his father left him aides like The Three Yangs. Facing the reality that people’s lives 


were deteriorating, Zhu Zhan Ji was pumped up and wanted to do something big. 
But before he could do his big thing, he had to first deal with a man. 
Finally, rebellion! 
Mr. Zhu Gao Xu couldn’t bear to endure anymore. 


He regretted he chose a wrong profession. Anything else would be good, but he chose to be 
a schemer. Although there were not many competitions in this profession, it required high 
qualification. Although there were successful people like Yao Guang Xiao as his esteemed idol, 
that was no guarantee of his success. 


To become a success villain and intriguer, one had to improve himself. 


Zhu Gao Xu wasn’t of the caliber. He had schemed for decades but resulted in nothing. 
Several emperors stepped out and into the throne. Now even Zhu Zhan Ji, a generation 
younger than him, had taken the power. As a schemer, Zhu Gao Xu’s career was a failure. He 
really did poorly. 
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What was even more unacceptable was it had become an open secret that he wanted to 
rebel. From the emperor to average people, everyone knew this gentleman would rebel. The 
most unique thing about the profession of scheming was the work would be kept secret and 
underground. In comparison, Mr. Zhu Gao Xu could be considered a disgrace to this 


profession and would be ridiculed by his fellow practitioners. 


For more than two decades, nothing had been achieved. Yet the rebellion had been 
executed to become a thing well known to the public. All those things not only insulted Mr. 
Zhu Gao Xu’s honor, but also his intelligence. 


I don’t want to wait and don’t want to endure anymore. Has it been easy for me to muddle 
along for over two decades? Rebel! 


Although Zhu Gao Xu was very excited, he didn’t lose his cool. Before starting his rebellion, 
he sent Mei Qing, his confidant, to the capital to see a person. He was convinced that by a 
friendship of decades, this man would surely be on his side. If he could woo the man over, the 
great deed would surely succeed! 

In July of year one of Promoting Virtue (AD 1426), Mei Qing sneaked into the capital to see 
Zhu Gao Xu’s good friend Zhang Fu. 

Zhang Fu welcomed him warmly. After exchanging pleasantries on their friendship, he 
was clear on Zhu Gao Xu’s intention and Mei Qing’s purpose. If we could say anything about 
Zhang Fu’s treatment of his friends, nothing could be questioned. He was a man of no 
duplicity. Without even arranging a place for Mei Qing to sleep, He bound up Mei Qing and 
sent him to Zhu Zhang Ji. 

Friend? Friendship? Nope! Time has changed! 


When Zhu Zhan Ji got the news, he didn’t want to make a move. He wished to resolve it 
peacefully. 

With that on his mind, he sent Palace Aide Hou Tai to Lean, Shandong to see Zhu Gao Xu, 
in the hope to persuade him to stop at the edge of the cliff. 


But what ensued truly surprised everyone. 


Hou Tai, who came bearing the emperor’s order, was welcomed by the extremely haughty 
and arrogant Zhu Gao Xu. The belligerent fellow was exceedingly proud. He even sat toward 
the south in front of the representative of the Son of Heaven”. It seemed he was setting up the 
posture to show that, Iam a rebel, who the hell Iam supposed to be afraid of? 


What Zhu Gao Xu said below obviously revealed what was on his mind: 


°> Chinese emperors always sat facing the south and thus sitting with face southward was considered at least violating the 
etiquette. For a prince to sit facing the south to receive the emperor’s envoy, it would be considered an open rebellion. 
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“During the war, without my efforts, we wouldn’t have today. In the end, the Grandfather 
(Zhu Di) was hoodwinked and I got this place as my fiefdom. The Benevolent Father tried to 
win me over with gold and silk. Now the current emperor tries again to subdue me with the 
system of our ancestors. How can I stay here for long?” 


Then he voluntarily showed Hou Tai his troops and weapons. He said in ostentatious 
defiance: “With these, I will sweep the world! Go back and tell your master, arrest those 
treacherous officials who incited him and sent them to me. Then he can discuss with me what I 


want.” 


Just look at the words he used, “Go back and tell your master” and “Then discuss with me 
what I want”. When he was offered three ounces of dye and he thought he could open a dye 
house! He deserved the word shameless. 


From ancient times to now, all rascals like Zhu Gao Xu have a common characteristic. 
Although obviously he was the intriguer, he always liked to slander others. He was offered to 
save his face, but he always managed to refuse to keep his grace. 


To deal with a rascal of this kind, it wouldn’t do by reasoning with him. The best way is to 
slap squarely on his face. 


In fact you are very vulnerable 


Given where they were, they had to fight. Zhu Zhan Ji called a military conference to 
discuss how to suppress the rebellion. Officials thought Xue Lu, the Marquis of Yangwu, 
should be sent to put down the rebellion. Zhang Fu was even more anxious and hoping to lead 
a force of twenty thousand to sweep up his old friend. 


But Yang Rong opposed. He argued that given the situation, if the emperor himself went, 
he would be able to defeat Zhu Gao Xu in just one battle. 


Zhang Fu was not persuaded and an argument with Yang Rong followed. Both sides failed 
to convince each other. The matter was again at a crossroad. 


Zhu Zhan Ji also couldn’t make up his mind. If he sent others, it would be simple but 
victory wouldn’t be certain. If he went himself, he had the momentum but it would be too 
dangerous and safety couldn’t be ensured. 


As he was vacillating, court official Xia Yuan Ji only had to utter just a few words to firm 
up Zhu Zhan Ji’s resolve. 


“Haven't the emperor forgotten what happened to Li Jing Long?” 
Li Jing Long? Yes, that feckless Li Jing Long. 
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Emperor Establishing Civility offered the command to the feckless man and the result was 
a total defeat. Reminded of the end of the feckless man, Zhu Zhan Ji immediately made up his 
mind, imperial expedition! 

Who said Li Jing Long was a feckless man, a deadbeat? On this matter, a feckless deadbeat 
was still of some use. At least his stupidity played a role of warning posterity. That was an 
immeasurable deed! 


On August 10 of year one of Promoting Virtue (AD 1426), Zhu Zhan Ji personally launched 
his expedition to Lean. The army moved swiftly and on August 12 arrived at the outskirt of 


Lean. 


For sure, Zhu Gao Xu was a rascal, but if a rascal wanted to get something done, it 


wouldn’t be enough just to play without regard to the rules. It needed a little bit of real work. 


He initially thought Xue Lu would be the one to command the troops and he didn’t think 
much of it. Surprisingly, his good nephew himself came. At once he panicked. He organized 
the soldiers to resist but few obeyed his command. 


Just at that moment, Zhu Gao Xu discovered he was so fragile and weak. 

Zhu Zhan Ji was really not an average man. On the way, he once asked his officials: 
“What do you think Zhu Gao Xu is going to do?” 

Someone replied: “Lean is too small. He may attack Jinan to resist our army.” 

Someone else said: “He had been in Nanjing for many years and he is going to go south.” 


Zhu Zhan Ji smiled and shook his head. He said: “You are all wrong. Jinan is close but not 
easy to take. In addition, our army moves fast and he won’t have the time to attack. Going 


Nanjing is impossible. The families of his men are all in Lean, who would want to go south?” 
“He is going to stay in Lean waiting for me.” 


In fact that was the reality. Zhu Gao Xu had always been in Lean. Not that he wanted to 
fight his last battle there. He really had nowhere else to go. 


After the army got there, no frontal assault was launched. Only blunderbusses and arrows 
were used to shoot the defenders atop the city walls. Although there were no real battles but 
the situation was very dreadful. Defenders in the city lacked the will to fight in the first place. 
Now with this, they were even more frightened and many fled. 


Zhu Zhan Ji knew fully well the battlefield circumstance and the psychology of the soldiers. 
He ordered men to tie his imperial edicts to arrows and sent them into the city. In the edict he 
said he would punish the leader but would not prosecute the followers. In addition, he 


thoughtfully marked two prices for Zhu Gao Xu, one for arresting him alive and one for killing 
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him. People inside at once were agitated. Even Zhu Gao Xu’s own body guards had their own 
plans. They looked at Zhu Gao Xu like looking at a shiny golden pig head. 

Zhu Gao Xu was like a drowned mouse. He had to send men out of the city with the 
message that he would come out and surrender. He only hoped to have one night to bid 
farewell to his loved ones. Then he would come forward to surrender. 


That was what Zhu Gao Xu said and that was also what he did. 


The next day he got himself ready to open the city gate to surrender to Zhu Zhan Ji. But his 
general Wang Bin held him and said to him with great solemnity: 

“We should rather die in battle than become a captive!” 

Zhu Gao Xu was shocked. He was already ready to surrender but yet this subordinate of 


his was still so full of spirit. All of a sudden he felt a surge of spirit and vowed to live or die 
with the city! 


After a grandiloquent peroration, Zhu Gao Xu held his chest high and walked back to his 
command post. 


Then he switched to a narrow road and sneaked out of the city to surrender to Zhu Zhan Ji. 
He also made his surrender speech: 


“T deserve to die ten thousand times. I’m offering myself to Your Majesty!” 
The travesty thus ended. 


Zhu Gao Xu was a complete clown. He failed to succeed as an intriguer and also his 
rebellion was a failure. Not only did he possess no qualification but also lacked character as a 
person. Just one month ago he boasted “go back to tell your master” and “then we’ll discuss 
what I want”. One month later, he became “I deserve to die ten thousand times. I’m offering 
myself to Your Majesty.” 


He failed to live as neither a hero nor a villain. Such a clown could only make us speechless. 
Zhu Gao Xu, your name is weak man. 


In this comedy, Zhu Gao Xu played the role of a clown. But an unexpected twist of the 


story also made the name of an obscure man. 


After Zhu Gao Xu surrendered. Per tradition, the emperor needed to get a man to 
enumerate his crimes. In a mere usual way, his job was to berate the accused. Of course the job 
would not be done by the emperor himself. 


Thus the emperor designated a censor to do the job of berating. But the emperor never 
thought the censor he designated at random managed to make a name and fame out of his 
berating. 
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Once receiving the order, the censor stepped forward. Facing the former powerful prince, 
the censor showed no sign of fear and began to enumerate the prince’s crimes. Accompanied 
with stern facial expression, with his stentorian voice and clear reasoning, he awed his 
audience. 


Zhu Gao Xu’s fragile heart once again took a severe beating. Under the sharp attack of the 
censor, he was berated so bad that he didn’t dare to raise his head. He prostrated to the floor 
and his body shook ceaselessly. 


The scene made a profound impression to Zhu Zhan Ji, the emperor. He was certain the 
man was a talent that would be of use. As soon as he returned, he ordered to send the man to 
be the circuit censor (note, not an inspector) of Jiangxi. 


Being on the circuit was the job of a censor and it was not a promotion per se. But what the 
emperor did obviously showed he wanted to train this man and then place him at an 
important position. 

Throughout history, it was not rare for some vile and mean people to acquire the emperor’s 
liking and trust by a chancy display of brilliance, and then went on to bring disasters and ruin 
to the country (such as He Shen”). But the truth was this time Zhu Zhan Ji was not wrong. The 


stentorian censor was indeed an unusual talent. 


Twenty years later, he would come forward and strive to save the country from its demise 


and made great accomplishments to leave his name in history. 


The name of the censor was Yu Qian. 


The end of a travesty 


Although the rebellion ended in a very dramatic way, the comedy didn’t end there. Mr. 
Zhu Gao Xu would display the sequel of the comedy Zhu Gao Xu’s Rebellion with his comical 
acting. 

Zhu Zhan Ji was indeed a very generous man. Although many urged him to kill Zhu Gao 
Xu, he didn’t do that. He only imprisoned him in the jail at the West Gate of Peace. By any 
means he had shown all the mercy to Zhu Gao Xu. But Zhu Gao Xu was rather a man who 
wouldn’t change until his death. 


One day, Zhu Zhan Ji thought about his uncle and went to see him. The two exchanged a 
few words and then Zhu Gao Xu suddenly extended one of his legs and tripped Zhu Zhan Ji, 
who fell to the floor. 


** He Shen was an official of the Qing Dynasty and was notorious for his corruption. 
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Every time I read here I can’t make sense of it. I don’t understand how Zhu Gao Xu did his 
thinking. Was his brain filled with paste? 


If they were reachable by foot, it means that the two were very close to each other. He 
could have crashed into him, bit him, nipped him, or kicked him. All would have worked to 
some extent. With all those methods available, he opted to hook him. It was like a child’s 


prank. It makes one wonder if we should laugh or cry. 


The farce continued. Having been had, Zhu Zhan Ji was very angry. Even a nice person can 
become angry. He commanded to cover up Zhu Gao Xu with a three hundred pound copper 


vat. It meant to not let him move. But what ensued is really incomprehensible. 


Mr. Zhu Gao Xu suddenly decided to quit his job as a comedy actor. He turned to practice 
weight lifting. He had enormous strength. He managed to prop up the vat. But because his 


head was covered and he couldn’t see, he could only lurch around. 
If you are asked to stay, just stay, why do you want to move? 
By doing this, he managed to move his life away. 


Zhu Zhan Ji witnessed the travesty from the beginning to end. He couldn’t restrain himself 
anymore. He sent men to hold down the vat and then put a lot of coal atop of the vat. The coal 


was set afire and Zhu Gao Xu was executed. 


This kind of execution method is very similar to the way of how a well-known southern 
dish Beggar’s Chicken is cooked. But it has to be renamed to Beggar’s Pig (Zhu). 


Mr. Zhu Gao Xu ended his colorful life. In his life, he became a comedy actor from an 
intriguer and then a weight lifter. He fell into a pit at every step and failed miserably. But we 
have to truly thank him, for his comical acts have made our history so colorful. 


For many times I have doubted the authenticity of this record because it’s very hard for me 
to understand this Mr. Zhu Gao Xu’s behavior and its reason. I suspect he might be a 
psychologically unstable man. But in history, people’s behaviors are indeed very hard to 


comprehend. 


Regardless if this Mr. Zhu Gao Xu was psychologically stable or not, or if the history record 
was authentic, Zhu Zhan Ji was finally able to get rid of the last burden so that he could devote 
all of his energy to act as a wise ruler. 

Zhu Zhan Ji didn’t rule for very long, it lasted only ten years. Adding to his father’s rule, it 
was only eleven years. But in the eyes of historians, his and his father’s short eleven year rule 
was unanimously thought as “The Reigns of Benevolence and Expressed Charity” that could 


°° In Chinese, Zhu is the pronunciation of the word ‘pig’. 
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match that of “The Reigns of Compassion and Achievements””. 


On what basis these high praises were made and how was prosperity achieved? The 


answer arose from letting people recuperate and rehabilitate without disturbing the people. 


In reality people of imperial societies didn’t lack the ability to grow. Even if they were not 
brain washed, they knew they had to feed themselves, earn money, and live better lives. As 
long as the government didn’t increase taxes on crops and levy compulsory services every day 
to give the people who couldn’t bear anymore of the burdens a breathing room, they would 
work hard. 


The Expressively Charitable Father of Ming was such an emperor who didn’t disturb 
people. He didn’t have that kind of grand strategic vision of his grandfather’s. But he knew 
very well people were ordinary people, who had to live their lives. They should be given the 
space for them to maintain their existence. 


In the ten years under his rule, he worked diligently every day with overtime. He listened 
to his officials in handling government affairs. He was able to properly deal with the conflicts 
with Mongolia. He avoided using force as much as possible. Thus during his reign, there were 


no major problems. 


To someone who, like me, tells stories, that wasn’t a good thing. But to the people of the 


time, it was an immeasurably good thing. 


A good emperor is like a good modern referee on a football field. He is everywhere and 
running tirelessly, but he never arbitrarily interrupts the rhythm of the match. Even if there is 
a foul, he is able to stop it in time and then withdraw in time. He doesn’t make himself the 
main character in the field. 


A good referee is a referee of this kind. 


Not interfering with people’s lives, nor increasing their burdens, doing what one is 
supposed to do, and ruling people like dredging water by guiding people on their own will, 
that’s how an emperor achieves the highest standard in running a country. 


A good emperor is an emperor of this kind. 


Zhu Zhan Ji was a completely good emperor. On ruling the country and governing the 
people, he was far better than his grandfather. 


Zhu Zhan Ji’s pain 


Zhu Zhan Ji was a wise ruler and good emperor. But he had his own pain. 


°° Tn reference to the reigns of the Compassionate Emperor of Han and the Achieved Emperor of Han. 
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Was there anyone in the world who could pain an emperor? 


Yes, there were indeed these kinds of people. They were those who knelt down in the 


palace hall and seemingly obsequious officials. 


The officials were not necessarily as obedient as they appeared. Behind their obsequious 
postures, there was a behemoth that possessed formidable powers. 


Since the Tang Dynasty the imperial exam system produced many civil servants and 
solidified the civil servant system. After hundreds of years, the system finally yielded its fruits 
and also a byproduct. Those elites, who jumped over the dragon’s gate” through the imperial 
exams, cobwebbed a bloc of civil servants, an extraordinarily powerful cobweb of townsfolks, 


schoolmates, and colleagues. 


Zhu Gao Chi, the Benevolent Father of Ming was a well-recognized honest man and a good 
emperor. But even such a good emperor was severely scolded by an official named Li Shi Mian. 
Zhu Gao Chi was a man of virtuous behavior. How could he be scolded and what was it about? 


It was because Mr. Zhu Gao Chi did the following things. After he took the throne, he 
replaced his women servants. For a new ruler who just took the throne, the request didn’t 
seem to be excessive. He also renovated the palace (not of large scale). Finally, because he 
didn’t feel well, for a few days he didn’t go to the Court to see his officials. 


These matters didn’t seem to be of any significance. But Li Shi Mian wrote a very long 
letter, in which he admonished the emperor. The whole essay was very logical and derided 
people without using dirty words, exhibiting high level of skills. Some of the excerpts are 
copied below: 

On renovating the palace, “This is so-called sparing people’s labors”; 

On picking women servants, “This is so-called only satiate one’s desires” (this one hurts); 


On missing from the Court for a few days, “This is so-called diligent on state affairs” (you, 
Li Shi Mian, never rested?); 

That wasn’t all. The most hurtful words followed, in summary, “The so-called do one’s 
duty and learn one’s learning”. 

Translating the above to everyday language, they can be interpreted as one who lets 
himself ruled by his insatiable desires, one who indulges in sensual pleasures, one who is 
passive and evades work, and one who doesn’t do what he is supposed to do. 


Although the big fat man Zhu Gao Chi was good natured, he still couldn’t control himself. 
He had Li Shi Mian beaten. His anger was justified. He worked diligently. Although these 


*7 A big hurdle. 
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were trivial matters, he got a big hat donned on his head*. It really put him in a bad spot. 
After all, it was still an imperial society. But this Li Shi Mian had some modern democratic 
ideas and treated the emperor like a cadre by opening his mouth to admonish the emperor. No 
wonder Fat Man Zhu got mad. 


Angered, Fat Man Zhu got ill. Although this Li Shi Mian suffered a beating, he managed to 
live. When Zhu Zhan Ji acceded to the throne, he even released the man who had scolded his 


father from prison and praised him. 


Frankly speaking, what Li Shi Mian enumerated indeed needed correction. But as an 
emperor in an imperial society, the things he did weren’t enough to warrant such a big hat. In 
fact, behind these direct and honest advices, there was a sophisticated political backdrop. 


What Li Shi Mian did was not an isolated incident. He represented a group of people. This 
group was the civil servant bloc. 


The civil servant bloc had the following characteristics: 


Well-read on the classics, especially the Idealistic Philosophy, they did nothing but studying 
the so-called The Way of Saints. 


Adhered to the principle that treat oneself leniently and others strictly, they measured 
others against saints. 


Good at tongue lashing, petty fights, and gang struggles. 


Motto: It doesn’t matter if one gets beaten to death as long as he can leave his name in 
history. 


It must be pointed out that those are just some of the common characteristics of the civil 
servant bloc. They don’t mean to negate the positive aspect of the civil servant bloc. In fact, 
there were many civilian officials who were very strict on themselves. 


The Expressively Charitable Father of Ming labored diligently and was also not into 
women. He didn’t have other forms of entertainment either. On those measures there 
shouldn’t be anything that would bring blames to him. But officials still found some flaws in 
him. 

The emperor didn’t enjoy many other activities. But he had a small hobby, at leisure times, 
watching cricket fights. Although this was not a healthy sporting activity, it wasn’t necessarily 
a bad hobby. An emperor needed to have his own way of entertaining himself. You can’t 
demand him to entertain himself by doing a set of aerobic exercises. 


Even for such a small hobby, he was criticized many times by the officials. Later, no one 


*8 Donning a big hat on someone’s head is to accuse someone of a crime that doesn’t fit the deed. 
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knows who was the wicked person that gave the emperor, who labored himself to half death 
for his work and his country, a nickname “The Cricket Emperor”. 


That was grossly unfair. 


The behaviors of these men could be described as correcting wrongs at any cost. Regardless 
who was the emperor no one would be able to endure them. If you want to beat him, then that 
would make him a martyr. To get beaten for telling the truth was a glorious thing. 


That Li Shi Mian was an example, after being beaten, he showed no regret. Instead, he was 
rather proud of being beaten. 


In the era of the Expressively Charitable Emperor of Ming, the strength of the civil servant 
bloc grew further. The power of the Cabinet also grew and the so-called “draft opinion” 
emerged. 


Draft opinion, a.k.a. itemized decree, was a way for officials to provide opinions on various 
memorials. The draft opinions were attached to the memorials and sent to the emperor for 


review. 


The emergence of draft opinions was inevitable. Apparently Zhu Zhan Ji lacked the kind of 
energy that his ancestors had in his work. Even if he worked the whole day he still wasn’t able 
to finish all. It was impossible for him to review and process all the memorials. Thus he 
appointed some cabinet officials to review the memorials on his behalf and provide opinions. 
Thus his workload would be much lighter. 


Some may ask, if so, what kind of power did the emperor have, wouldn’t he become just a 
figure head? 


Please rest assured, emperors from ancient time to now, with a few exceptions, were all not 
idiots. Giving the Cabinet the power to draft opinions was intended only to enable them to 
work for him. The emperor still held something in reserve to specifically suppress the power 
of the Cabinet. 


The thing that held in reserve was the power to consent. 


Never forget that the officials were just the emperor’s employees. Officials could only 
provide opinions by writing the words “please review” on whether or not a policy could be 
implemented or not. Then the emperors would review. If the Emperor His Grace wouldn’t 
agree, then one could do nothing even if he submitted a memorial of thousands of words. 


Zhu Zhan Ji’s use of the system was just right. He effectively aroused his officials’ 
enthusiasm to work hard for him and at the same time stifled the possibility that they could 


become too powerful to overpower him. 
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Because the emperor used red ink to mark his approvals, thus this power of the emperor 
was called red approval. 


Thus when it was the era of the Expressively Charitable Father of Ming, the emperor’s 
power was formally separated into two big parts, “draft opinion” and “red approval”. Zhu 
Yuan Zhang would never be able to conjure in his dreams that just thirty years later, the 
political system he had painstakingly put together was so easily crushed and changed. 


In the next two hundred years of Ming thereafter, the power of draft opinion always 
belonged to the grand academicians of the Cabinet. But the power of red approval was not 
always in the hands of the emperor. Soon after, the power would be taken by another group of 
people appearing on the political stage. 


These people were the eunuchs. 


The Expressively Charitable Father of Ming didn’t do anything bad in his life time. He was 
not indulgent into alcohol and women. Except being mentioned a few times by some people 
for cricket fighting, he didn’t have any vice. But one thing was an exception. 


Some people later even thought the mistake made by the Expressively Charitable Father of 
Ming planted the seed of the demised of the Grate Ming Dynasty. 


What offense to Heaven and reason and inhuman thing did he do? 


To put it bluntly it was not a big deal. All he did was just a little educational project, 
teaching eunuchs to read. 


In year one (AD 1426) of Promoting Virtue, the emperor suddenly issued an order to set up 
an “inner school” to teach eunuchs to read. Everyone should know that in China, where the 
idea of continuing one’s ancestral line was of grave importance, it was the last thing among 
many one would do to become a eunuch. It was just a way to earn a meal. Thus these men 
were naturally illiterate. Zhu Zhan Ji’s purpose of setting up the school was to eliminate 
illiteracy among the eunuchs. 


But he could never think that the literacy enlightenment not only eliminated illiteracy 
among the eunuchs, but also eliminated the last obstacle that had been blocking their way to 
entering the political world. 


It must be known that it’s not hard to behave like a villain. But it’s extremely hard to 
become an ultra-bad villain who is bad to the extreme. An illiterate villain could only do 
something as bad as petty theft or highway robbery. At most they would only be able to harass 
the neighbors around their homes. But a literate villain would be able to bring calamity to the 
country and the people. 


Looking at what ensued, such an action by Zhu Zhan Ji indeed fostered many extremely 
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bad villains. 


Many thought this policy by Zhu Zhan Ji was a mistake. His only purpose was nothing 


more than just educating the eunuchs. He didn’t have other purposes. 
Really? 
I do not think so. In my view, Zhu Zhan Ji did that on purpose. On legal ground, it 


amounted to knowing that his action would result in the eunuch’s involvement in government, 
but he hoped or connived to allow the taking place of the result. 


The emperor was kind, but not stupid. He had a political purpose in this action. 
To reveal the secret behind this action, we must introduce our next topic: 


How a eunuch was made. 


How a eunuch was made 


First we need to make it clear that the topic had nothing to do with physiology. We also 
won't discuss the one life threatening cut. We’re only going to discuss this special group of 
people and the true reason of their involvement in politics. 


The phrase eunuch is familiar to everyone. Many also would add a word ‘wicked’ before 
that address, which would sound very stimulating in scolding someone and it was also easy to 
understand. 


But in fact in Ming, it was not an easy thing for someone to become a head eunuch. The so- 
called head eunuch was the head of the eunuchs. Not everyone could be qualified to be 
addressed as the head eunuch. 


Not just the head eunuch, it was also not easy to even become a regular eunuch. In Ming, 
eunuch was a hot job. 


It must be known that in this world, it was not easy to earn a living. Even if one had the 
courage to suffer that cut, he also had to have the luck to enter the palace. Don’t assume that 
becoming a eunuch was a simple thing. One had to go through a selection and interview 
process. The official place for castration would only castrate those who had been selected. In 
blunt words, if they didn’t want you, you didn’t even have the qualification to be castrated. 


In Ming, there were often people who castrated themselves without official sanction and 
then went to Beijing to try to become a eunuch. Among them, many were not selected and had 
to go home to spend the rest of their lives that way. Of course, there were successes (e.g., the 
renowned Wei Zhong Xian). 


In the mid-Ming era, because there were too many people wishing to become eunuchs, 
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many who wished to be in the career as a eunuch didn’t get the opportunity to be processed 
by the government. Thus with undaunted courage they cut off their means of producing heirs 
on their own. But then they failed to enter the palace. They couldn’t form their families and 
could only roam around. These men naturally became an unstable factor of the society. 


To deal with this situation, the later Ming government enacted a very special law: 
No self-castration! 
On this we can only say that the world is an intriguing world. 


There were many ranks among the eunuchs of Ming. Those who just entered the palace 
could only be bookkeepers, junior servants, and palace servants. If they behaved well, they 
could be promoted to managing eunuchs. Above the managing eunuchs were the assistant 
eunuchs. The boss of the assistant eunuchs was the worldly renowned head eunuch. 


Thus it’s not easy to become a head eunuch. 


Eunuchs had their own special agencies. There were twenty four offices. There were twelve 
inspectorates, four bureaus, and eight departments. Only the eunuch who was the highest 
ranked could be addressed as the head eunuch. Each of the twenty four offices had its own job 
specification. Not only did they have to handle inner palace affairs, they also had to handle 
some of the government affairs. 


In fact, among the eunuch agencies, there were differences as hot and cold and heavy and 
light. The heavy ones had the power that weighed on the country. The light ones were just as 
light as feathers. For a newly arrived eunuch to become someone significant, he had to first 
look at which agency he was assigned to. 


If you are assigned to the Inspectorate of Rites or the Inspectorate of Imperial Horses, then 
congratulations, your prospect as a eunuch will be bright. Continue to work hard and 
glorifying your ancestors and leaving your name stink forever in history are possibilities. 


That’s because the two inspectorates were the most powerful agencies run by the eunuchs. 
The Inspectorate of Rites was specifically responsible for handling officials’ memorials. It was 
equivalent to the private secretary of the emperor. We have previously mentioned that the 
emperor gave the power of draft opinion to the Cabinet and kept the power of red approval to 
himself. 


At the time of the Expressively Charitable Father of Ming, because there were too many 
documents and Zhu Zhan Ji didn’t have enough time to review them, he let the men from the 
Inspectorate of Rites copy the contents of the draft opinions and exercised the power of red 
approval on his behalf. 


There was specifically a title for the man who wrote on behalf of the emperor, The Pen 
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Keeping Eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites. 
Thus the power of red approval, the only power that could suppress the power of draft 


opinions in the world, was in the hand of the pen-keeping eunuch. 


In later Ming, when emperors didn’t care about the state affairs, some eunuchs would act 
on their own ideas and issued imperial decrees at will. Appeals from below wouldn’t work 
because the ultimate target of the memorials of the appeals was the emperor, but the man who 
reviewed the memorials was very probably the one who was accused. How could someone 
win such kind of appeal? 


Thus the pen-keeping eunuch occupied a high and powerful position. 


But the pen-keeping eunuch was still not the most powerful eunuch. Above him there was 
still one more, the seal-keeping eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites. 


That was easy to understand. In China, where the seal-stamping civilization is very 


advanced, regardless how much you write, if I don’t stamp it with a seal, you can do nothing. 


If the seal-keeping eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites was also the head eunuch of the East 
Yard (like Feng Bao and Wei Zhong Xian), then his power would reach the four seas” and rule 
over the world. In fact, almost all of the well-known eunuchs of Ming were from the 
Inspectorate of Rites. If there was an exhibition hall of well-known eunuchs, then the 
Inspectorate of Rites would be the one with the most portraits hanging on its walls. 


The Inspectorate of Rites was a place of talented eunuch! 


For you, who were an ambitious young eunuch, you would idolize these men, work hard, 
and strive to leave a name in history (of course, usually a stinky name)! 


If you were lucky enough to become the seal-keeping eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites, 
then it meant you had reached the glorious zenith of a career as a eunuch. You had become the 
best of the best among eunuchs. You were among the successful eunuchs. If you also 
happened to have done some wicked things, then your name would not be limited to among 
the contemporaries. Your name would be preserved in history and allow people in posterity to 
talk and revile about at tea or meal times. 


If you weren’t assigned to the Inspectorate of Rites but instead assigned to the Inspectorate 
of Imperial Horses, then I still would like to congratulate you. That was also a good place. 
Although the celebrities it produced didn’t number more than those from the Inspectorate of 
Rites, there were still quite a few. The famous Wang Zhi and Gu Da Yong were all good 
examples for you. 


°° A phrase meaning the world. 
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It must be explained that the so-called Inspectorate of Imperial Horses was not an agency 
handling horses. But rather it was an agency handling tallies of armed forces. Now everyone 
should know why the Inspectorate of Imperial Horses was an agency of prospects. 


Responsible for civilian and military affairs, the Inspectorate of Rites and Inspectorate of 
Imperial Horses became the most prominent of the eunuch agencies. Eunuchs of the palace all 
exerted their best efforts to get into the two agencies. 


If there was something good, then there must be something bad. If you were unlucky 
enough to be assigned to the Inspectorate of Hall-Keeping or the Inspectorate of Hall- 
Supervising, they you'd be miserable. Although the two agencies had resounding names, they 
were responsible for only one thing, sanitation. 


The two inspectorates not only had poor facilities and no one thought much of them, and 
even didn’t have offices (it didn’t seem to be necessary), but also were responsible for 
sweeping leaves in fall and snow in winter. The work was very hard. 


For sure, these kinds of agencies couldn’t attract many young eunuchs. 


After introducing the history of eunuchs’ struggles, next we need to discuss the topic of 
eunuchs’ involvement in politics. 

In imaginations of many of us, the scene of eunuch politics was probably like this: In a dark 
windy night and a gloomy house, several evil looking eunuchs are conspiring under a dim 
candle light. 

One eunuch smiles sinisterly (the standard expression) and says to the man next to him: 
“Minister Wang wants to hinder our plan to seize power, we must eliminate him!” 

Now another eunuch also smiles sinisterly (keeping the image) and says: “I think we 
should get rid of Deputy Minister Zhang first.” 

Finally the leader of the eunuchs (usually the wickedest) says: “Go ahead with our plan. 
Get rid of those loyal officials. Then replace the emperor and we will rule the world!” 

In the past such is the image of the eunuchs in people’s minds. As soon as eunuchs are 
mentioned, they are associated with villains. Then for justice and truth, the loyal court officials 
struggled indefatigably against the villains. If they succeeded, then it means justice triumphed 
over evil. If they failed, it was a tragedy in the human world. 


Was it really like that? 


I do not think so. People usually pay too much attention to the actions of the so-called loyal 
officials. But they fail to discern the hideous aspects of the officials. 


Previously in our special discussion on how a prime minister was made, we have analyzed 
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the division of power between an emperor and his prime minister in Ming. We also used the 
game of tug of war as an example. The emperor and the officials were on both ends of the rope. 
They engaged in the tug. Zhu Yuan Zhang was an excellent athlete. He was strong. When he 


was alive, no one was able to win over him. 


His son Zhu Di was also a sportsman. Although he set up the Cabinet, he was still able to 
keep the initiative. 


In Zhu Zhang Ji’s era, the situation was very different. The civil servant bloc was very 
powerful and even the emperor was not able to do much against them. 


Many of us have the impression that the emperor could do what he pleased and no one 
would be able to oppose him. But in fact being an emperor of Ming was not an easy job. The 
officials were like house flies. Not only did they voice their criticisms, they sometimes even 
derided and lampooned you. You didn’t have a good way to do anything about him. 


The Benevolent Father of Ming was kind but was enraged because of being scolded on 
trivial matters. His son Zhu Zhang Ji conducted himself well and his only hobby was cricket 
fighting. But then those people took that as a vice to criticize him. Ordinary people could have 
their hobbies, but an emperor couldn'’t. 


At one end of the rope was an enormously strong power. Those ultra-virtuous officials had 
sufficient power to control the Court. They were knowledgeable, intelligent, and capable. They 
had many classmates and colleagues. 


At the other end of the rope, there was just the emperor himself. 


The supreme power of the emperor was nothing in the eyes of the supercilious officials of 
the civil servant bloc. Scolding and mocking? Those were for the country. Those were earnest 


although unpleasant advices. How could you say that he was wrong? 


In addition, you could neither kill these arrogant men nor beat them without reason. If you 
get them killed, are you able to handle all the work? 


Model worker Mr. Zhu Yuan Zhang certainly could stand up and say: “kill them all, I can 
handle the work!” 


But Zhu Zhan Ji couldn’t say that. 


Thus twenty years after the Great GrandHonorary Supreme Emperor died, the rope lost its 
balance. The Cabinet bloc that acquired the power of draft opinions became even more 
powerful. The emperor could no longer sustain himself. If that continued, he would be 
manipulated by the officials at will. 


Zhu Zhan Ji, barely keeping his stand, was being pulled over step by step. Just then, he saw 
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there was a man standing next to him. Thus he said to this man: “Join me, let’s pull together!” 
Thus from then on the man joined the tug and became an important part of the game. 


The name of this man was eunuch. 


Eunuchs are more reliable 


I believe now everyone understands the pain of the emperor. He was not a man of all 
powers. He had to ask help. Officials were learned scholars, but they were not that easy to 


manipulate. To check these unruly men, the only option left for the emperor was the eunuchs. 
Were all the eunuchs bad? 


At least the emperor didn’t think so. In his view, these men were very kind. They 
accompanied him when he grew up. They brought him to flying kites and played with him. 
They let him ride as horses. They were also very obedient. 


We usually misunderstand the relationship between the eunuchs and the emperor. In fact, 
many emperors who grew up with the eunuchs took the eunuchs as part of their family. If you 
were the emperor, would you like a playmate who talked with you about everything, or those 
stern looking officials who often criticized you and interfered with your activities? 


I think anyone would choose the former. 


The power of Ming’s civil servant bloc had reached a very unrestrainable point. Not only 
did they interfere with the Court affairs and criticize the emperor (sometimes really just 
nitpicking), but also monitored the private life of the emperor. The emperor was not to be 
absent from work to go out to enjoy playing and could be neither interested in women nor 
indulgent in alcohol. Although they did these things themselves, they didn’t want the 
emperors to do these things (for example, Zhang Ju Zheng). 


Thus emperors had only one option left: 
Use the eunuchs to check the officials. 


If we are clear about this point, then we shouldn’t be surprised by the doting piled on 
Wang Zhen, nor should we be angry about the monopolization of power by people like Liu Jin 
and Wei Zhong Xian. 


That’s because their existence was an inevitable result of the development of the Ming 
political system. If there was no Wang Zhen, then there would be Li Zhen. If there was no Liu 
Jin, then there would be Xu Jin. 


Just like that, eunuchs were forcibly pulled into to the chariot of the emperors’ political 
wars. They were not natural born wicked villains. The behaviors of those civilian officials were 
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not much better than theirs. It was because they were low born and had some psychological 
problems, that their actions were more extreme and much easier to be despised by people. 


Throughout history, there were many bad eunuchs and there were also not fewer good 
eunuchs. But very surprisingly, regardless how rampant were the eunuchs, they all were not 
able to threaten the position of the emperors. It must be known that in China’s history, the 
dynasty in which the eunuchs were most powerful and most arrogant was not the Ming 


Dynasty, but the Tang Dynasty. 


In later Tang, eunuchs took complete control of the power over the state. They could even 
install or remove emperors. They seemed like the supreme rulers of the state. But in Ming, 
although eunuchs monopolized power and formed parties, if the emperor wanted to get rid 
them, he only had to write a little note (the Martial Father of Ming). 


By the above analysis, we should have a high level understanding of the purpose of the 
Expressively Charitable Father of Ming to teach the eunuchs to read. The smart emperor 
wouldn't do things that were of no real purpose. 


What he wanted to train were not eunuchs who were educated and ambitious. He wanted 
to train soldiers. 


Soldiers who would fight for him and strong enough to resist the civil servant bloc. 
Eunuchs were nothing more than just the pawns in the emperor’s hands. That was it. 


Just like that, Zhu Zhan Ji distributed the power his ancient grandfather Zhu Yuan Zhang 
had amassed. The power of draft opinions was given to the Cabinet and the power of red 
approval was handled by the eunuchs as agents. But it must be pointed out that because the 
power of red approval was very important, thus although every emperor of Ming entrusted it 
to eunuchs as his agents, they never lose the control over this power. Of course there were 
exceptions, a playful child, a slacker, and an engineer. 


Thus we can see that this was a stable political power system. The struggle between the 
powers of draft opinions and red approval was actually the struggle between the civil servant 
bloc and the emperor and his agent eunuchs. 


In other words, if one could at the same time control both the power of draft opinions and 
the power of red approval, then he was the real emperor! 


Were there such men? 


It should be pointed out that there were indeed such men. In my view, three did that. 
Although the ways and reasons they acquired both powers were different, but coincidentally, 
the periods when the three were the actual rulers of the country were also the periods when 
the three mentioned above were not interested in powers. 
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The three emperors who were not Zhus were: “the standing emperor”, “the first living 
imperial grand tutor”, and “the nine thousand”. 


The three dudes will also be the main characters in latter parts of our book. First we need to 
explain what “the first living imperial grand tutor” means. 


The highest ranked civilian officials in Ming were not ministers, but three honorary titles, 
imperial grand tutor, associate grand tutor, and the grand tutor to the crown prince. Although 
the three titles were all first grade ranks, there were differences in degrees. Among them, the 
imperial grand tutor ranked the highest. We all know that honorary titles were many times 
bestowed on dead men, even when those who managed to get these three titles were very 
significant men. 


Of course there were even more significant figures who received these three titles while 
they were alive. The living man who was the first to be bestowed with the highest civilian 
ranking, imperial grand tutor, was exactly the dude that had the great power. Not only that, he 
was also conferred title of associate grand tutor. There was only one man who got the honor of 
“living imperial grand tutor” and “living associate grand tutor”. That was enough to show this 


man’s significance. 


To some extent, the political arrangement in later Ming was built based on the basis 
established by Zhu Zhan Ji. The arrangement couldn’t be said as good, nor could it be said as 
not good. That seemed to be the only way to check the power of all the factions. 


Don’t fret over it anymore. Let’s just get by with it. 
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The Cabinet provided opinions to the nation’s affairs and sent the draft opinions to the 
emperor. The emperor made changes and added his own opinions or just consented, and then 
he delegated red approvals to the eunuchs. 


This was a simple and effective work flow. 
Ming peacefully advanced forward in this work flow. 


But soon after, the peace would be broken. 


A queer eunuch 


Chinese are deeply rooted in the tradition of carrying out one’s ancestral line. Although 
one didn’t have to worry about clothing and food, if he chose to be in the profession as a 
eunuch, he had to suffer a cut. He had one fewer part than others and also could not have 


children. If a family had a eunuch, it would be a disgrace if that was known. 


Recognizing this, people at the time also came to an understanding: unless there were no 


other alternatives, one would not consider becoming a eunuch! 
But then there was that old saying, there was an exception in everything. 


In the late Perpetual Happiness era, the Court issued an edict. Basically it said: To all those 
officials in the education departments of the provinces and cities, if someone showed 
prolonged bad results in his work, he could be reassigned to the capital. 


Could there be such a good thing? If one didn’t excel at work in a local government, he 


could be reassigned to work in the capital! 


Surely this kind of good news should have attracted innumerable number of people to 


enlist. But in fact, very few even bothered to note this matter. 
Why? Did people want to miss the opportunity to elevate themselves? 


Of course not. The secret behind the disinterest was that the job in the capital was a very 
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queer one, “cleansing the body and enter the palace to train woman officials”. 


Don’t kid me! If this man of me can’t be a government official, I can still be an ordinary 
person. Why am I going to put myself under the knife and get into the palace to become a 
eunuch?! 


Yes, who would want to do such a foolish thing? 


Just as when everyone thought nothing of the matter and took the edict as a joke, a 
government teacher who was about to be punished for his errors was debating with himself in 


his home. 


He already had a wife and children. Although he lived moderately, he wasn’t poor. He 
would be able to live in tranqulity and peace. But in his heart, there was an ambition that 
others wouldn’t be able to understand. 

Since his childhood he yearned to excel over others. He studied hard for many years. 
Although he became a scholar and was appointed a government teacher, he never managed to 
pass the imperial exams. He already had a family but his career was still not in sight. Now he 
could no longer even work as a government teacher anymore, would he just end his life this 
way? 

No, there will always be an opportunity waiting for me. 

Now the opportunity finally came. But unfortunately although it was an opportunity, it 
was not a good one. 

If he welcomed the opportunity, what lied ahead would be a very arduous road. He would 
be despised and discriminated by many. After entering the palace, there would be even more 
difficulties. Not only that, thence after he would forever be separated apart from his wife and 
children like a dead man. 

No more trifling. I have to pay if I want to outdo others! 

If others don’t do it, I’ll do it! 

The one who did others dared not to do, nor wanted to do, was Wang Zhen. 


It was him who dismantled Zhu Zhan Ji’s original idea and the sound environment he 
created, and influenced the rise and fall and the glory and disgrace of a dynasty. 


Wang Zhen, whose date of birth was unknown, was a native of Weizhou of Shanxi (now in 
present day Hebei). He began studying since his childhood and became a local government 
teacher. Then he voluntarily castrated himself and entered the palace to teach the people in the 


palace. 


With the courage to do what others were afraid to do, Wang Zhen entered the palace. What 
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pleasantly surprised him was that in the palace, the originally bad teacher managed to earn the 
respect from others. But in fact it was very natural because he had no competitors for his job. 


Among the illiterates and people with only elementary education, he stood out. Thus he 
was addressed as His Grace Mr. Wang. His reputation also grew and attracted the emperor's 
attention. Zhu Zhan Ji thought he was a man of talent and sent him to serve the crown prince 
with his study. 

Ever after that, Eunuch Wang Zhen established an unbreakable bond with Crown Prince 
Zhu Qi Zhen. 

It should be fair to say that Wang Zhen was indeed a good teacher. He taught the crown 
prince to study and established disciplines so strict that Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t dare to address 
him by name, but addressed him as “Your Grace”. 

Put aside the controversies about Wang Zhen later, there was indeed a very keen affection 
between him and Zhu Qi Zhen. But it was this very deep affection and trust that brought 
about a great calamity in the end. 


The beginning of the turn 


Zhu Zhan Ji and his father Zhu Gao Chi’s eras of rule were one of the most prosperous 
periods in China’s history. The two were addressed together as Benevolence and Charity. That 
was not entirely because they were father and son. In fact, there were very many other 
similarities between them, which are enumerated below: 

First, they were both Zhus. 

Next, they were both good emperors. Both were wise rulers. 


Lastly, they both had short lives. 


Zhu Gao Chi lived forty eight years. But because his father was too able, he worked for 
twenty years as a crown prince and only one year as an emperor. 


Zhu Zhan Ji lived ten years less than his father. But because his father died early, he took 
the throne at age twenty seven and was an emperor for ten years. 


The eleven years were a golden time of the Ming Dynasty. On the reigns of this period, 
there are innumerable praises in history documents. Great Ming was stronger and more 
prosperous than ever before. Everything seemed to be on track toward something better. 


But having been watching TV series for a long time, we know that usually at this moment, 
there would be a turn. The writers of the series would intentionally create some controversies 


and troubles, such as the main male character committed murder or the main female character 
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fall fatally ill. If the flowers are always fresh and the moon is always bright and everyone is 
safe and sound, then the ratings of the TV series won’t be high and ads cannot be sold. 


The God of History (if there was one) also seemed to be a good writer. He might feel that 
this kind of history is too dull, thus he put down a period mark to this comedy. 

This period mark eventually ended the ten golden years of the Ming Dynasty. 

In year ten of Promoting Virtue (AD 1435), a wise ruler of a generation Zhu Zhan Ji died 
after attempts to save his life failed. He was only thirty eight. 


The rule of Benevolence and Charity thus ended. 


Before Zhu Zhan Ji died, he chose five custodian officials for his nine year old son. 
Although his son was still young, Zhu Zhan Ji wasn’t worried because he was convinced that 
the five would not disappoint him. 


The five were Yang Shi Qi, Yang Rong, Yang Pu, Zhang Fu, and Hu Ying. 


It was indeed an A team, there were the civilians the Three Yangs, the military man Zhang 
Fu, and one specialized on secret assignments. Zhu Zhan Ji should have left with peace in his 


mind. 
But he would not have thought that the five men of the time and court elites still managed 
to disappoint him. 


A tempest was about the come. 


Zhu Qi Zhen, the Wise Father of Ming 


On this Zhu Qi Zhen, many probably would gnash their teeth in their visceral resentments 
against him. But in reality, if one studies the history records carefully, it would show that he 
should not be considered a bad man. His ability in handling state affairs was not that inferior. 
He also was an industrious man. Although he committed two grave errors (fought a wrong 
battle and killed a wrong man), those were not enough to completely invalidate his abilities 
and contributions. 


Among all the emperors in Ming, if the subject is about a legendary and bumpy life, 
probably no one else’s, except Zhu Yuan Zhang’s, could match this emperor’s. 


In the era of the Wise Father of Ming, besides his own legendary experience as an emperor, 
prisoner, inmate, and emperor again, the emergence of the second most powerful man in Ming 
also made the matters of the dynasty more splendid and dazzling. 


Let it begin right here. 
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From obscurity to prominence 


Wang Zhen was not a simple man. He left his wife and children and willingly got himself 
castrated in order to become a eunuch and endured the disdains from others. He didn’t just 
want to feed himself by doing those things. In his heart, he had greater ambitions. 


He wisely recognized that to realize his ambitions, he had to firmly hold the rare treasure, 
Zhu Qi Zhen, in his hands. 

Zhu Qi Zhen was raised by him single handedly and was also his student. Although he 
was still just the crown prince and nine years old, he would eventually grow up and become 
an emperor. 

Supported by this belief, Wang Zhen patiently waited for the opportunity that would allow 
him to hold the great power over the world solely by himself. 

The opportunity seemed to have arrived. Zhu Zhan Ji died. The shrewd emperor left the 
human world and left the young Zhu Qi Zhen behind. But Zhu Qi Zhen listened to him on 
everything. The day to hold the power was not far! 

Was it really like that? 

Probably not. On Wang Zhen’s way to seize power, there were two obstacles blocking him. 

In fact, to Wang Zhen, it seemed to be an impossible task to overcome the two obstacles. He 


also had no good means to overcome them, for the two obstacles that were impeding his 
advance represented two unmatched forces. 


Obstacles 


When the Wise Father acceded to the throne, Yang Shi Qi was already seventy. But the old 
official who had been through four emperors seemed to be still invincible. From the cunning 
and cruel Zhu Di and the sinister and shameless Zhu Gao Xu to the kind and tolerant Zhu Gao 
Chi and the shrewd and capable Zhu Zhan Ji, he had seen men of all sorts. He had dealt with 
matters of all sorts. Being through the tests of tempests enabled him to keep calm amidst 
changes. He was shrewd and stoic. 


If Wang Zhen wanted to seize all the powers, first he had to get by this man. But that 
seemed to be impossible. Little Wang Zhen still needed to go back home and hone his trivial 
legerdemains for decades before he could show them in front of Yang Shi Qi. 


Besides that, Yang Rong and Yang Pu were both extraordinary men. As long as the three 
old hands were on guard there, Wang Zhen had to obediently work as a servant and eunuch. 


The civil servant force was the first obstacle on Wang Zhen’s way to seizing power. But 
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unexpectedly, as proved afterward, the one who was really able to restrain Wang Zhen was 
the second obstacle. And it was a woman who formed this obstacle. 


Could a woman have an even more powerful force than the civil servant bloc? 


Yes. In my opinion, there was more to it. The great woman was not only able to manipulate 
the state affairs, she was also able to make and destroy emperors! 


The woman was Zhu Qi Zhen’s grandmother, the Grandmother Empress Dowager Zhang. 


Eleven years earlier, she was Empress Dowager Zhang. Ten years earlier, she was Mother 


Empress Dowager Zhang. Now, she was the Grandmother Empress Dowager Zhang. 


In eleven years, she lost her husband and son. Ironically, every time she lost a family 


member, she got a promotion in her rank. 
Those were probably the most painful promotions in the world. 


The dead were already dead and the living still had to work. Grandmother Empress 
Dowager Zhang wiped dry her tears and began to help her grandson. In fact, if it were not her 
decision, Zhu Qi Zhen wouldn’t have become an emperor. 


When Zhu Zhan Ji died, because the crown prince was still young and there were also 
rumors saying he was not born to his mother, the Royal Concubine Sun, but rather born to a 
palace maid, the position of the crown prince was not solid. Rumors were rampant that a 
guardian prince from the outside would become the emperor. At this critical juncture, Mother 
Empress Dowager Zhang threw here staunch support behind Crown Prince Zhu Qi Zhen and 
installed him as the emperor. 


In such a woman, regardless of her capability, just her stature would scare people to death. 
It was truly “if she issues orders to the world, who dares to disobey”. 


The woman of grandmother class was also not one who exercised only her lips. Wang Zhen 
was severely disciplined once by her. That experience also became a permanent ache in Wang 
Zhen’s heart. 


In February of year one of Justly Principled (the reign title of the Wise Father of Ming), 
Grandmother Empress Dowager Zhang summoned the five custodian officials to the Court for 
a conference. After the five arrived, the empress brought over the emperor and asked him to 
look closely at the five. Then she said to him earnestly with all the sincerity: “These five men 
are the ones the late emperor left to Your Majesty. If Your Majesty wants to do anything, you 
must discuss with them.” 


Then she said a few more hefty words: 


“You mustn't do things that are not agreed on by these five men!” 
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Little Zhu Qi Zhen timidly looked at his grandmother and nodded his head, ostensibly 
appeared to understand. 


The five custodian officials were deeply moved. But what they never thought was that the 
purpose that the grandmother empress dowager summoned them up here was not just to 
show her trust on them, she also had one more important work to do. 


A short while later, the empress ordered Wang Zhen to come in. Upon receiving the order, 
Wang Zhen came in at once. He could never imagine that the biggest nightmare in his life was 
about to begin. 


Wang Zhen entered and saw the five officials and the emperor were all present. “Probably 
they are having a high level meeting. They summoned me in, am I going to be assigned an 
important job?” 

But something unexpected took place. 


Prior to that, the empress dowager already finished her words. She didn’t dismiss the 


meeting because she wanted Wang Zhen. 


Wang Zhen knelt and saluted. Then the empress dowager, who had been wearing a kind 
look, suddenly turned out a devilish look! She suddenly shouted to Wang Zhen: 


“You serve the emperor and tend his daily life. You are nothing but a eunuch. But you 


have committed many illegal acts. Today, I’m going to kill you!” 


As the empress dowager was shouting, the palace guards drew out their shining knives 
and placed them on Wang Zhen’s neck. 


After the scolding there was the immediate action, not even an order was required. Because 
of the skillfulness and timing, the series of movements was probably already practiced. 


The palace that had been filled with an air of amicability suddenly became murderous. At 
once Wang Zhen’s life left his body. He never thought that the purpose to summon him into 
the palace today was not to give him an important job, but rather to prepare him to go 
thorough the Gate of Hell for a tour. 


The empress dowager, looking murderous, stood in the palace. Knives were drawn. 
Beholding what was happening, Wang Zhen shivered uncontrollably. The sudden appearance 
of the scene not only surprised Wang Zhen, it also baffled the five officials. 


They now understood that the usually kind and amiable empress dowager could also be 
nasty. She got them there not only for explaining something, but also offered them the roles as 
witnesses. 


Zhu Qi Zhen was greatly shocked. He knelt down and begged his grandmother to show 
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her mercy. The officials also pled. Actually the grandmother empress dowager didn’t intend to 
kill Wang Zhen. At the time, he was seen as an obedient man and hadn’t made any mistake. 
Thus she took the opportunity and yielded. She pardoned Wang Zhen but also severely 


warned him: 


“Giving that your master has pled on your behalf, I pardon you today, but from now on, 
don’t get yourself involved in state affairs.” 


Wang Zhen withdrew in disgrace and humiliation. The dreadful stare of the grandmother 
empress dowager left a deep impression in his mind and casted a shadow in his heart. From 
thereafter, as soon as he saw the empress dowager, he avoided her and fled just like when a 
mouse sees a cat. 


The reality was just like that. The empress dowager’s reprimand against Wang Zhen never 
let up. Once a while she would find an excuse and summoned Wang Zhen over for a berating. 
Such a treatment made Wang Zhen’s life miserable. He was constantly berated for seven years. 


With these two obstacles on the way, Wang Zhen’s path toward seizing the power was 
tough and long. In time he changed his strategy. He was extra courteous to the Three Yangs. 
Every time he went to the Cabinet to deliver imperial decrees, he put on a shy look like a new 
groom seeing his father-in-law for the first time. Timidly he stood at the door and wouldn’t 
dare to enter. 


When the Three Yangs discovered that he was standing outside of the door and beckoned 
him to enter, he usually displayed an air of profound honor. He made it seem that just 
speaking to the Three Yangs was like a heavenly bestowed fortune had befallen on him. These 
behaviors led the Three Yangs to a wrong judgement. They thought he was rather not a bad 


man. 


But under the ostensible humility, he never ceased to build up his network to extend his 
power. Taking advantage of his authority at the Inspectorate of Rites, he installed his nephew 
Wang Shan as the deputy commander of Guards in Brocade. He widely recruited men to his 
party to control the Court officials. 


This Mr. Wang Shan, who learned of his uncle’s rise, came to him from far away. He was 
very proud that he got such a high position. But if he knew what would happen seven years 
later and what end was waiting for him, probably he would have not come to take the job even 
threatened by death. 


The Three Yangs had been dealt with. But the crone wasn’t one that could be easily 
handled. Once in a few days, Wang Zhen was always dragged over to be scolded. There was 
nothing he could do about that. The doyenne who feared neither heaven nor earth was not one 
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against whom he could mount a fight. 
He had to wait for the old matron’s natural death. 
The day finally came. 


In October of year seven of Justly Principled (AD 1442), the Grandmother Empress 
Dowager who had lived through four emperors departed from the human world. The biggest 
obstacle on Wang Zhen’s road to power thus disappeared. 


Now, among the Three Yangs, Yang Rong was already dead. Yang Shi Qi and Yang Pu 
remained but they were old and sickly. They would not be able to turn over the world. 


Wang Zhen’s opportunity came. 


Thereafter he monopolized power with an extensive network. Not only did he take control 
of the Guards in Brocade, he also recruited many partisans. Among them there were well- 
learned scholars and students of sages. If one had to pick the most shameless, it had to be 
Wang You, the deputy minister of works. 


This Mr. Wang You once visited Wang Zhen at his home. In Ming, officials wore beard, but 
Wang Zhen didn’t have beard. But when he saw Wang You, he suddenly discovered that this 
official also didn’t wear beard. He thus asked him why. 


Mr. Wang You's reply was like this (the words below may trigger throw-ups, please be 
prepared): 
“If my master doesn’t wear beard, how can his son dare to wear one?” 


In my view, Mr. Wang You had climbed up to the ultimate degree in shamelessness. He 
was so shameless that smoke was rising up from the tombs of his ancestors. 


Aided by these shameless scoundrels, Wang Zhen’s influence in the Court grew bigger and 
bigger. He eliminated those who were not of his sort. Using the incident that Yang Shi Qi’s 
son committed a murder, he attacked him for not being able to properly raise his son, and 
eventually destroyed the old official who had served four emperors. Then after that he framed 
Liu Zhong, the minister of revenue and population, Li Shi Mian, the dean of Imperial 
Academy, and other officials who didn’t obey him. He sent them out of the capital. 


Now, Wang Zhen, trusted by the emperor from inside and aided outside by his thugs, had 
the monopoly of power. He manipulated the officials. He was at the height of his time and 


became the most powerful eunuch since the founding of Ming. 


Wang Zhen, with power in hand, was not content. He decided to do one thing his 


progenitors didn’t dare not only to do, but even to contemplate. 


Fifty years ago, to prevent the appearance of ones like the present day Wang Zhen, Mr. 
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Zhu Yuan Zhang specifically erected a three foot iron obelisk, on which eight words were 
casted: “Palace Officials Prohibited from Interfering with State Affairs”. 


Just as the saying, stone turns cold when a man leaves, it wouldn’t matter who casted it 
and where it stood, what mattered was if there was anyone heeding it and following it. When 
Wang Zhen was in power, the words on the obelisk became a citation on the wall that no one 
bothered to care. No one heeded it. 


People didn’t heed it, but Wang Zhen thought differently. He always felt that thing was an 
eye sore. Thus he ordered to have the obelisk removed. 


If Old Zhu was still alive, he would for sure arrest the bastard Wang Zhen and put him to 


death by three thousand cuts. But time was different and it wouldn’t do anymore. 


The next day, people came to the Court and saw that the hand writing of the Great 
Grandfather disappeared. But everyone kept mum. They all knew who did it but chose to say 
and do nothing even if they would be threatened to be beaten to death. 


That was the way the Court worked. What could one do?! 


But just as when Wang Zhen’s power had risen high to the sky, there was still someone 
who wasn’t sold. The man was also not just an ordinary man. Although he suffered from 
illness a bit, still Wang Zhen couldn’t harm him much. 


This was how it happened. In year six of Justly Principled (AD 1441), the Grandmother 
Empress Dowager was near death and could no longer scold Wang Zhen anymore. The Three 
Yangs also lost their strength. Wang Zhen in effect had the power over the Court. All those 
imperial inspectors, upon returning to the capital from their tours to the provinces, would as 
usual pay some treasures as tributes to Wang Zhen. It wouldn’t matter how much, but it had 
to be presented to express the respect to the wicked eunuch. 


Just at that moment, the man returned from his tour to Shanxi. Not to mention treasure, he 
didn’t even bring back a bottle of vinegar*’. Wang Zhen was enraged and threw a tantrum. He 
immediately put the man in jail. 


Wang Zhen was a man who would do things to the extremes. To these men who 
intentionally flouted his authority, he was not about to be lenient. He had begun to make up 
charges to get rid of the man. But unexpected to him, the man seemed to have some strong 


support. 
Not only did the local officials and people plead on his behalf, even the Court heavy 


weights like Yang Shi Qi also pled for him. Even some guardian princes also made their 


*° Shanxi is known for producing and consuming vinegar. Although that might not be true in Ming, the author is just using 
this to describe the attitude of the man. 
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appearances. They asked him not to bring the matter to a dead end, otherwise there would be 
consequences (guardian princes were not the ones to mess with carelessly). 


Wang Zhen, who was used to persecute others, finally realized that although the man 
didn’t occupy a high level position, the man was not simple to deal with. He couldn’t just 
“bring demise to humanity”, that unlike before, he released this man (he had to). 


This man was indeed very brave. He was severely persecuted but he didn’t utter a single 
word of weakness. He always scolded Wang Zhen and never offered him a way out. He 
insisted on opposing him, with the spirit like that he cared nothing. 


The dude who had the tough bones and strong support was Yu Qian. 


Unfortunately there were too few men like him. 


Ambition 


Although controlling the Court and commanding the officials were grandiose, that was not 
Wang Zhen’s ultimate goal. In fact, Wang Zhen was not a man hankering for wealth and 
power. He had his pursuit and ambition. 


Wang Zhen had his idol. He dreamed one day he would be like his idol, that he would 
sweep away armies of thousands, and that he would be unstoppable. This idol of his was the 
great grandfather of Zhu Qi Zhen, Zhu Di. 


Although previously he was only a scholar (now a eunuch), he longed for the dignity and 
pomp of one commanding an army on an expedition. The great deeds of his progenitor, Zheng 
He, also always motivated him. 


You say a eunuch can’t mount a horse and brandish his knife? I’ll show you! 
That made the matter grave. 
If one has to find things to eat because he is hungry, then that’s an essential need of his. 


But what if he is already fed? Then he is going to loiter around and find something to do. 
Anyway, one can’t remain idle. 


If a well-fed man can’t find something good to do, he probably is going to do some bad 
things to realize his value. 


Wang Zhen probably belonged to the two later categories. 


He already had great power and enormous wealth. He had both power and money. The 


wicked eunuch also had a new life pursuit, to achieve something and leave a name in history. 


Fairly speaking, it’s good for someone to have such ambitions. But the key to the problem 
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was the personal quality of the ambitious eunuch. 


Just like a corrupted official, he was corrupt and usually took bribes. Those vices were 


certainly disdainful but were not the highest level of their evil doings. 


The highest level of evil doings refers to one who knows that he doesn’t have the ability, 
but still want to pretend being fat by slapping his own face and insists on doing some so-called 
good things. 


These are the rarest among the evil doers. 


Wang Zhen was the rarest of this kind. He apparently was an unaccomplished teacher and 
a wicked opportunistic eunuch. He apparently was a base man who hankered for power and 
glory. Those things we can brush off. But now he even wanted to make himself a military 
genius and war hero. That was just too shameless. 


It just happened that the time gave him an opportunity to be shameless. 


The enemy appeared 


As we have said previously, Mahamu, who was soundly defeated by Zhu Di, had a good 
son. That was not a lie. In year sixteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1418), Mahamu’s son 
Tohun inherited his father’s title and also began his military actions for his hegemony over 


Mongolia. 


In fact, the dude had something in him. In just six years, Tohun defeated all the other tribes 
in Wala and united Wala. He became the only and undisputed leader of Wala. 


Then he supported a member of the Golden Lineage, Toytoya Buga as the khan and began 
to attack Aruytai. 


Having been defeated so badly by Zhu Di, Aruytai didn’t have much strength left. He was 
defeated in the battle with Wala. In year nine of Promoting Virtue (AD 1434), Aruytai was 
defeated by Tohun and then died in battle in the great desert. The man of his time, who had 
contended against the top celebrity general Zhu Di of the Perpetual Happiness era for decades, 
thus ended his life. 

Tohun was a very ambitious man. His dream was not limited to only being an imperial 
grand tutor. His real dream was to restore the world of the Great Yuan by reoccupying the 
Central Plains. But Heaven didn’t give him the opportunity. 

In year four of Justly Principled (AD 1439), the ambitious but unaccomplished Tohun died. 
But Ming didn’t get the peace from his death, because the one who replaced him was an even 
more formidable opponent, Esen. 


207 


The Bane 


Esen was Tohun’s son. He was even doughtier than his father and he was also smarter. In 
just a few years, he attacked Haami in the west and took control of the channel to the west, 
threatening the northwestern border of Ming. In the east he attacked Ulanha. In year ten of 
Justly Principled, Wala completely defeated The Three Guards of Ulanha and took control of 


Jurchen, which was very weak at the time. His threats even reached Korea. 


Now Mongols completed their union and Esen, like his father, also dreamed every day to 
restore the world of the Great Yuan. Thus after everything was ready, he pointed the tip of his 
spear to Ming. 


Although there was a political motivation for Esen to attack Ming, in my view, the biggest 
reason for this conflict was money. 


The Mongols were very good at fighting. But they were also very poor. They neither 
farmed nor wove. There were two ways for them to obtain living necessities, trade, or robbery. 


In Zhu Di’s era, the Mongols often adopted the second method. It was quick and 
convenient. But after several military lessons by Zhu Di mixed with fists, kicking, and swords 
teaching methods, Mongols gradually realized it would be a losing business to continue the 
robberies. 


While doing the robbery, they usually couldn’t get what they wanted. For example, if you 
have the wants of clothes so you want to grab some fabric. But for a few times you didn’t get 
the chance (they wouldn’t make themselves ready to get robbed). Although Mongols were 
good at fighting, they were not immortal. They all had just one head. But robbery was a 
business in which knives tasted blood. One could be done anytime. If one lost his life for just a 
few yards of fabric, it wouldn’t be a good business. 


Thus latter, Mongols began to adopt the first way, a way of peaceful development. 


They began to trade with the Ming government. But what did the Mongols have to offer to 
do business? 


Don’t forget that although they didn’t have agriculture and crafts, they had livestock. 
Every Mongol family kept horses and goats. The road to wealth accumulation thus began. 


Promoted by the Mongol leaders, Mongol tribes began raising livestock in large scale. The 
business grew bigger and bigger. The main method of trade took the form of paying tribute. 
Every year Mongols regularly entered the capital to trade. They often brought thousands 
heads of livestock and thousands of hides. They came to do business in mighty and grand 
fashion. There were official envoys accompanying them. In our imagination, envoys should 
consist of only one or two people. But one have to add a word ‘thousand’ to the number of 
envoys from the Mongol tribes, one or two thousand people. 
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Since ancient time to now, probably there hasn’t been any country that would send 
diplomatic envoys numbering thousands. But the so-called envoys were in fact just Mongol 
tradesmen. They all drove their livestock to do foreign trades. 


It wouldn’t be bad if the business continued like that. After all, it was about getting what 
each side needed. In addition, Ming was always at an advantage in the trades. There were 
surpluses every year from the trade. 


That was because the productions of handicrafts had reached large scales. Based on 
analysis of historical records, the Ming government indeed was a suspect in raising prices. The 


prices of china and fabric were indeed too high. But Mongols had to accept them. 


The reason was simple. There was no one else but one seller in the world. You buy what 


you want to buy and I sell what I want to sell. If there is no deal, there’s no business! 


Ming people didn’t have to eat beef and goat meat, but Mongols couldn’t afford to have no 
fabric and no household wares. Thus breaking up of trades was not an option. 


But in the seemingly absolutely advantageous business to Ming, there hid a crisis. 


In Esen’s era, the demand grew larger and tribute trade increased dramatically. Initially 
there was only one trade annually, and then it became several tribute trades a year. There were 
several thousand men involved in every trade. Supplies of fur and horses also increased in 
large quantities. The Ming government needed a lot of goods to exchange for them. Because 
the quantity of fur was too large and the handicrafts didn’t drop down from sky, the Ming 
government didn’t have enough ready inventories. 


The Ming government gradually saw that they seemed to have fallen into a trade trap. The 
seemingly unsophisticated Mongol tribes were in fact very shrewd. They had thought in depth 
by choosing to use cattle and goats to trade, because raising livestock was almost a costless 
business to these nomad peoples. 


The labor cost of raising livestock could basically be ignored because that was their daily 
life. Besides doing that they had nothing else to do. Thus naturally they didn’t have to account 
for the costs of missing productions. Also livestock ate grass, which was a natural resource. In 
an era when woolen sweaters were not in fashion, desertification of grasslands seemed to be a 


remote dream. 


Once livestock were raised to maturity, they could be directly delivered to Ming to trade 
for goods. A cow could be traded for many Ming agriculture products and handicrafts. The 
export goods of Ming didn’t come from the sky. It was just a matter of time before there was a 
supply shortage. If it continued that way, how could the country deal with it? 


Esen, who used his prestige and power in uniting Mongolia, also played some cunning 
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tricks. 


He used horses of low quality in the mix of good horses and asked for higher prices. In 
addition, he also reorganized his teams of envoys and filled the ranks with many bandits and 
thieves to harass the locals on the trade route. Later, the several thousand he sent were almost 
never tradesmen but bandits who committed robberies. 


Dumping by the Mongol tribes made the officials of Ming resentful of the practice. Some 
officials purposefully implemented trade protections to limit the impact to domestic markets 
by Mongol meat products. 


Among the officials, there was one man who was most ardent about implementing the 


policy. Many may be surprised that this man was Wang Zhen. 


Wang Zhen had always been the one who cared only about himself and not his country. 


How could he be so enthusiastic? 


Actually before that, every time Esen came to trade he would bribe Wang Zhen. But after a 
while, Esen forgot that. 


Thus Master Wang was suddenly enraged. He ordered to verify the number of envoys and 
then reduced the payment by four fifth. 


Although Esen was a disingenuous and cunning business man he maintained his credit. 
Livestock was delivered, but Wang Zhen suddenly became a foreign trade inspector and 
confiscated almost everything, without even issuing a receipt. 


Esen was also totally enraged. 


Initially he used force only as a threat and on that basis to do some dirty work as a sly 
businessman. His only purpose was to take a little advantage. Now this time he received a 
fatal blow, a heavy fine, by Wang Zhen’s inspection team. His investments of blood and sweat 
were all lost. 


Even in the beginning he was eager to make something out of it, now Esen couldn’t sit still 
anymore. This incident provided an excuse for him. He sharpened his knives and mounted his 
horses to prepare for an attack. 

Thirty five years ago, Mahamu, his grandfather, was defeated by the giant empire in front 


of him. Now the time for revenge had come! 
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In July of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), Esen drew his knife out of the 
sheath. 


The Mongol divided his cavalry into four columns and launched attack from four different 
directions on Ming. 


The first column was to attack Eastern Liao. The second column was to attack Gansu. The 
third column was to attack Xuanfu. The last column, led by Esen, was to attack Datong. 


A full scale war was on. 


When the news reached the capital, officials were all very worried. An emergency meeting 
was immediately called to discuss strategy. It happened so suddenly that many officials didn’t 
have any ideas. But one man was different. He was very excited. 


The man was Wang Zhen again. 


It was you who took the bribes, you who inspected the goods, and you who caused the 
trouble. Now war took place, what made you so excited? 


It should be pointed out that Wang Zhen was never pro-war. In year eight of Justly 
Principled (AD 1443), Editorial Writer Academician Liu Qiu had already submitted a 
memorial to the emperor. In it he pointed out that there must be some malicious intends 
behind the increasing number of Mongol envoys. He wanted to get military systems organized 
and ready for war. 


Liu Qiu never thought that his patriotic writing would bring him troubles that caused his 
death. 


When Wang Zhen read the memorial, he was furious. It was not known if it was because 
he took bribes from Esen or if Liu Qiu was accusing him of dereliction of duty, regardless, he 
found an excuse and sent Liu Qiu to prison. Soon after, he directed his confidant, Ma Shun, the 
commander of Guards in Brocade, to have Liu Qiu killed. 
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Certainly this wicked eunuch, who brought calamity to the country and the people, was 
not someone who had any patriotic feeling. 


He was excited because in his thinking, this was an opportunity for him to realize his 
ambition and show his prowess to the world. 


To achieve his goal, he began his secret planning. 


Esen’s force at the time had become very strong. The border commanders of Ming were no 
longer ones who could oppose him. The Datong defenders suffered one defeat after another. 
Requests for reinforcements rushed in. After some court meetings, it was decided to send the 
emperor’s son-in-law Jing Yuan to the combat. 


The emperor’s son-in-law Jing Yuan was a very capable general. His appointment eased 
the tense situation at the moment. 


But just on the second day of his departure, a piece of news came out of the palace. The 


news shocked everyone. 
The emperor would command the campaign! 
Wang Zhen’s behind the scene maneuver made it happen. 


Wang Zhen wanted to go on the expedition to achieve something. But he lacked the 
capability and reputation to command an expedition. To help him achieving his goal, he 


thought about using the emperor. 


The emperor was his student and had always listened to him. To realize his dream of 


commanding an army, he had to use the emperor’s name. 


Urged by Wang Zhen, Wise Father Zhu Qi Zhen issued the order that he was commanding 
the expedition. He amassed a force of two hundred thousand and wanted to be ready to move 
immediately. 


It should be explained here that many history books said that there were five hundred 
thousand men on this campaign. According to my research, that was inaccurate because based 
on the analysis of the time taken for the mobilization and the defense deployment around the 
capital, it would be absolutely not possible to amass a force of five hundred thousand in just a 
few days. At the time there were a total of one hundred seventy thousand men in the three 
armies at the capital. If the forces nearby were taken into account, the total number should be 
around two hundred thousand. 


We know that military edicts say that before moving men and horses, provisions must 
move first. The fighting men had to eat and sleep, which required that food and tents be 
supplied. To some extent, fighting a war was really about fighting on supplies. 
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When Zhu Di was on expeditions, he would call up large numbers of civilian labors and ox 
and horse driven carts. There were also specialized supply trains. The time for logistic 


preparations usually took several months. 


Then how much time did it take Wang Zhen’s army of two hundred thousand to prepare 
for the expedition? 


The answer: in less than five days! 
The urgent reports from the frontier were received in mid-July. The expedition was on on 
July 17! 


To the stupid Wang Zhen, all it needed was to gather enough men. He had received reports 
in advance that Esen had only a force of twenty or thirty thousand. Thus he called up two 
hundred thousand and thought that was enough to guarantee the victory. 


Oh yeah, even an elementary school pupil would be able to get the math, two hundred 
thousand versus twenty thousand. On average it was ten versus one. No fighting would be 
needed. It would only take one tread per person to trample the opponent to death. 


That was Wang Zhen’s thinking, from which his fighting strategy seemed to be originated. 


So ignorant, completely utter ignorance! Wang Zhen, a street wondering base man, finally 
showed his true color. In his mind, war was just the same as gang fights on streets. Both sides 
chopped each other with machetes. Whoever was more numerous and had more swagger 


would win. 


On the other hand, why are wars different from street fights? Why it may not be more 
advantageous by having more people? 


To explain this problem, it’s necessary for us to have a special seminar: 


How wars are made 


More than a thousand years ago, a man named Han Xin told Emperor Liu Bang*!: “For Han 


Xin to command, the more the better!” 


It was not only an idiom and a famous phrase that lived in history, it was also a 


grandiloquent statement of confidence. 


In my view, one thousand years after Han Xin uttered such words, there were no more 


than fifteen men who were qualified to use these words to describe themselves. 


If you have studied military affairs carefully, you will find that it’s really hard for one to be 


>! Liu Bang was the emperor who founded the Han Dynasty. Han Xin was the key general who helped him in the effort. 
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able to command better with more. 

To explain the reason, we have to start with the question, what is war. 

First, a disclaimer. Please don’t be confused. We’re not going to explain those political 
aspects and essence of class struggles that are going to give you headaches. What we are going 
to explain is the form of war, the struggles among men. 

If we unwrap all the covers of wars, we will see: 

War is really just another form of brawl. 

Now, we’re going to use the model theory in economics (an economics analysis method of 
first by creating a basic framework of assumption, and then adding more conditions) to 
explain the problem. 

Let’s start with two people. Probably everyone has some experience in brawls. A brawl 
between two people is what we usually refer to as “one on one”. 


“One on one” is in fact a rather painful experience. That’s because you are the one to beat 
as well as the one gets beaten. To win or lose is all up to you. Of course, if you are taller and 
stronger than your opponent and by chance you have also practiced martial arts (better on 
fighting because routines don’t usually work), then victory most likely will belong to you. 


Now we broaden the scope. If you have two and your opponent is still one, then your 
chance of winning is much greater. In two on one, as long as your skin is thick, you won’t be 
bothered by others saying your win is unfair. Iam convinced that victory will be yours. 


Now we add one more man. You've got three and your opponent is still just one. Now you 
don’t have to work anymore. You just ask the other two to go in. You then get some water. 
You drink and watch. You just need to be at command of the scene. 


We don’t need to add one by one. If you now have one thousand and your opponent is one, 
what will be the result? 


I am sure in this situation you won’t have a victory. Your opponent certainly would have 


fled a long time ago. 
Up to now, you may be still very optimistic, for you have always had an edge. 


But the real test is coming. If you have one thousand and your opponent also has one 


thousand, can you win? 


You may divide your one thousand into several teams to attack your opponent. But your 
opponent may concentrate all of his men and defeat each of your teams one by one. Are you 


going to be able to ensure your victory? 


If the job gets tough now, we are actually just at the beginning. 
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Now, we multiply the number by one hundred. You have one hundred thousand and your 
opponent also has one hundred thousand. How are you going to fight the battle? 


Now you are in trouble. Not to mention how you deploy the one hundred thousand for an 
attack, just look at the one hundred thousand, are they really going to be listening to you? 


You have to understand that the one hundred thousand under you are all humans. They 
have their own way of thinking. Some are outgoing, some are melancholy, some are amiable, 
and some are wrathful. The have different dialects and customs. They may not want to obey 
your order. Even if they are willing, they may not understand. If there are some foreign friends 


(for example, Koreans), you have to find a few translators. 


Those are the difficulties in command. To reduce the difficulties, it seems the only way is to 


widen the use of Chinese and Mandarin. 


If we take into account their intelligence and ability in comprehension, you will have a big 
headache. The educational levels of the one hundred thousand are different. Some are illiterate 
and some are academicians. Their abilities in understanding orders are different. When you 


order them to advance, they may take it as retreat. Once or twice, even you, yourself may faint. 
Isn’t that hard? No sweat. There are even harder things. 


Now we put these one hundred thousand in a battle. And you don’t know where your 
enemies are. They may be in hiding. They may have divided into columns and are trying to 
waylay you. But you have to think about how to use the one hundred thousand men to find 


the enemies and defeat them. 


In addition, you have to worry about feeding the one hundred thousand and quartering 


them. From where do you get the provisions and how many days can you sustain? 
If things are messy, situations below may be even messier. 


You still have to worry about the speed of movement of your troops, terrains, if it’s going 
to rain or not, if the rivers will rise or not, if the mountainous roads will be blocked or not, 
after a long march, if the moral will be lowered, if there will be mutiny, if your superior (if 
there is one) is going to limit your power, and if your subordinates will mutiny. 


Are your soldiers equipped and what is the quality of their equipment? What's the quality 
of enemy commanders and the quality of enemy equipment? What’s the enemy’s strategy? 
What's your psychological sustainability? How to retreat if you are defeated? Can you give 
chase if you are victorious, etc. etc. 


In fact the situation in a battle will be even more complicated. Probably by now you are 
clear it will be remarkable even if you are able to just take one hundred thousand to a tour and 
bring them back without trouble, not to mention to bring one hundred thousand to a battle. 
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You probably think things are over by now. On the contrary, the real test still lies ahead. 
Don’t forget, our goal is the more the better. 


If you time the number of men you command by ten to one million, you will see that you 
will no longer be facing one million reliable men, but rather one million troubles. It’s a real 
disaster. 


From one hundred thousand to one million, the number of your men has increased by ten 
times but your problems may have increased by one hundred times. If small problems are over 
looked, they may become unmanageable. Not to mention how much food one million men 
consume, they all have their own ideas. No one is a fool. How do you control one million men 
and want them to obey your command? 


Military commands are like a pyramid. The number of people commanded is proportional 
to the ability of the commander. The more people to command, the higher ability is required of 
the commander. From ancient time to now, there have been very few who had the ability to 
stand at the top of the pyramid. 


The more the better symbolizes a state, in which the ability of the commander has exceeded 
the limit of the number of men and beyond the top of the pyramid. Regardless if it’s one 
hundred thousand, five hundred thousand, or one million, to a commander, they don’t mean 
much. 


That’s because under this kind of commander, he has only one soldier under him. If his 
order is to advance, then there is no retreat. If his order is to go east, then there is no way to the 
west. 


Advance and retreat together. Live and die together. 
That is really the ultimate epitome of the art of command. 


Thus one who is good at commanding and command better with more to command is a 
real military genius. 


We call this kind of man a god of military affairs. 
That’s the process of constructing a model. Probably everyone already has a good 


understanding of the relationship between the number of people in a war and the ability of the 
commander. But the model is conceptualized. We still need to add two special situations. 


First of all, the ones who design the model are ordinary men. They don’t include people 
with unusual abilities like Guo Jing, Yang Guo, and Zhang Wu Ji, who are able to defy 
gravity and get up a dozen meters in just one jump. They can enter a room through the walls 


*° Popular fictional characters in martial arts novels and TV shows. 
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and they have the preternatural skills that allow each of them to beat back hundreds or 
thousands. 


If you have one thousand under you and if your opponent is indeed one of the above 
legendary characters, then you'd better flee right away. Not only does your opponent have 
preternatural skills, more importantly, he is the hero and the protagonist. He is the main 
character and has the main role. According to the plot of the play, you won’t be able to beat 
him even if he is sleeping. Who the hell you are that you dare to oppose the great hero? The 
plot has been written and he is sure to win. 


Also, the equipment of both sides cannot differ too much. If your opponent has guns and 
you have bricks, even if your number doubles your opponent’s, it wouldn’t matter much. 


Conclusion 


In summary, fighting in a war is not like fighting a brawl, in which win is assured when 
number is greater. In fact now even men in some street brawls begin to pay attention to tactics. 
They often come up with some tricks like a stealthy raid or coordinated attacks from both front 
and back. 


Thus things always advance forward. 


It was easy to bring hundreds of thousands to battle. No one would bother you if you took 
the people of an entire nation out to battle. The question is that you have to win. Those who 
were capable of doing this, like Bai Qi, Han Xin, Chen Qing Zhi*, and Li Jing*, were too few. 


For example, Hu Zong Nan*, a famous general of the Nationalist Party, always had 
hundreds of thousands of men, but he was always steered by his opponent numbered only 
several thousands. In the end he was soundly defeated. It was not because he didn’t try. It was 
really because he couldn’t do better. His Huang Pu® classmates defined him as, “Hu Zong 
Nan, at most he is a brigadier.” 


Wang Zhen, the head of Inspectorate of Rites, was just a menial servant. 


He was previously just a little government teacher, and a mediocre one. He later became a 
eunuch. But the ambitious, albeit deficient, dude managed to become the commander of two 
hundred thousand (he had the actual power of the command). 


°° Bai Qi was a general of the Nation of Qin in late Warring States period, who won many major battles. 

* Chen Qing Zhi was not a well-known general in Chinese history. The author probably read some excerpts on the internet 
that greatly exaggerated his achievements. He was a general in the Southern-Northern Dynasties period in China’s history. 
He had never been a well-known general. 

* Li Jing was a general who helped the founding of Tang Dynasty. 

°° Hu Zong Nan was a Nationalist general during the Chinese Civil War after WWII. 

*7 Huang Pu was the famous Military Academy of Republic of China in Huang Pu, Guangdong. 
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The result could be imagined and also unbearable to imagine. 


Preparation and choice 


In just short a few days, Wang Zhen dreamed of leaving his name in history. In the 


meantime others also acted. 


Officials were the first to react. When they heard the news, which sounded like the crack of 
thunder on a sunny day, a big brouhaha ensued. Led by Wang Zhi, the minister of personnel, 


everyone wrote in opposition of it. 


The Ministry of Personnel was the human resource department. Because it was responsible 
for appointing officials, it ranked the first among the Six Ministries. The minister of personnel 
also had a special name, the heavenly officer. That showed the reputation of it. 


Led by Wang Zhi, court officials submitted their unanimous opposition. But unfortunately, 
Wang Zhen was the head eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites and had the confidence of the 


emperor. The opposition affected nothing. 


Besides these people, the two officers of the Ministry of War also wrote in opposition. They 
were Minister Kuang Ye and Deputy Minister Yu Qian. 


Kuang Ye was a native of Yizhang. He was a distinguished scholar of Perpetual Happiness. 
He was upright and very honest. He resented Wang Zhen’s abuses of power. This time he 
wrote to express his opposition and it was another display of his consistent honest conduct. 
His opposition was also refuted. But that was not the end of his act in advising against it. In 
fact, as a man who was in the campaign from the beginning to the end, he kept his loyalty to 
the last moment of his life. 


As about Yu Qian, he will be the main character in our later chapters. If we have to say 
something, this fellow was not just good and his capability was not just ordinarily good. He 
had offended the number one red hot man Wang Zhen and never admitted that he was wrong. 
He even managed to get reinstated as the deputy minister of war under Wang Zhen’s eyes. 
Wang Zhen couldn’t do anything to him. That showed his solid footing and deep support. 


After the protests of the two senior officials of Ministry of War were rejected, they had to 
go back to their work to prepare for the campaign. Per rule, when the emperor was on a 
campaign, the main leaders of the Ministry of War would accompany the emperor. After some 


internal discussion, the final decision was made: 


Kuang Ye would go with the emperor and Yu Qian would temporarily be in charge of the 
8 8 Pp Pp y: 8 


Ministry of War. 
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In fact it was this decision that saved the life of Ming. 


Comparing to them, the conducts of two other custodian officials were disappointing. The 
Three Yangs were dead, Hu Ying wasn’t very capable. But Zhang Fu, one who really should 


have played some role remained mum. 


That was not the way it ought to be. Zhang Fu commanded the army that suppressed 
Annan. He had been through many battles and it was not possible for him to not know the 
danger in such an action. The man was an old official who had served four emperors. Wang 
Zhen wouldn’t be able to harm him. If he was in an argument Wang Zhen probably wasn’t his 


match. But Zhang Fu, old and weak, disappointedly remained silent. 
Although he didn’t utter a word and knew the danger, Zhang Fu still went on the 


expedition with the emperor. He was not on it as a commander, but just a companion. 
You have entrusted your son to me, I’ll accompany him to the end. 


Officials were in disorder and each had his own plan and action. The emperor also had his 
plan and action. The emperor was human. Before he embarked on his business trip, he had to 
make arrangement for his work, to say goodbye to his family, and then he would be able to 
pack and depart. 


Zhu Qi Zhen now was facing these two jobs. He first gave the country’s power to his 
brother Zhu Qi Yu. By all means Zhu Qi Zhen was a nice and amicable man. He had a very 
good relationship with his brother. Besides, his brother also knew the rules. He never craved 
for things, for example, the throne, that didn’t belong to him. For this reason, Zhu Qi Zhen felt 
assured and gave the power to him. 


But Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t understand that the world would change. Things would change 
and men would also change. 


When one gets used to a certain kind of power and privilege, he will never be able to 
endure the pain in losing it. 


When power brought dignity to people, it would also bring selfishness to them. 


After making the arrangement for the country’s affairs, Zhu Qi Zhen bade farewell to his 
wife, Empress Qian. 


Year seven of Justly Principled (AD 1442) was not a good year to Ming. It was in this year 
that Grandmother Empress Dowager Zhang died and Wang Zhen took the power of the 
country. But to Zhu Qi Zhen, it was a happy year. In this year, he took Qian as his empress. 


Since ancient times, almost for certain that there were as many empresses as emperors and 
the number of empresses could only be greater. In fact empresses were always a political force 


219 


Fort Tumu 


that couldn’t be ignored. From Wu Ze Tian** to Empress Dowager Charitable and Blessed”, 
their roles in history were absolutely not inferior to some male roles. Of course, even more 
empresses were anonymous and buried in the dust of history. But there were also some 
empresses who got their names recorded in history and remembered by history for their 


exceptional political talents and skills. 

Empress Qian was one of them. Her name got remembered by history and was lauded by 
posterity. 

But she was different from those empresses who were in politics. She did not make people 


remember her by her power intrigues and political maneuvers. 
She relied on the simplest and the most genuine thing, love. 


She used her genuine love to move historians of every generation. Thus her stories were 


recorded and moved even more people. 


In later chapters, we will tell the stories about this extraordinary woman and her 


everlasting legend. 
It was a legend of a woman, everlasting for a genuine love. 


Was there true love between an empresses and her emperor? Probably that is the question 


on many people’s mind. In my view, the answer is positive. 
At least from Empress Qian, I see true love, a love bereft of power and interest, a pure love. 


In the deep and vast palace of three thousand beautiful women, innumerable number of 
intrigues and cabals took place every day. To gain favor and power, those dainty women who 
didn’t even have the strength to catch chickens would become more malicious and sinister 
than men. Some even had no remorse at all to kill their own kinswomen in order to achieve 
their own political goals (Wu Ze Tian). 


But that doesn’t mean that they are detestable or despicable. In fact, in my opinion, they 
should be pitied. 


In that world where power decided everything, one needed to have a title of empress or 
favored imperial concubine to have power and to be able to control her own destiny. To 
solidify her power, she must deprive herself of all feelings and compassions. She had to 


change herself to be callous and passionless. Except that, there were no other alternatives. 


In my view, what these pitiable women did was not out of selfishness but rather for their 


own survival. 


*8 Wu Ze Tian of mid-Tang was an empress and later declared herself the emperor. 
*» Or Emperor Cixi in many other translations. 
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In the eyes of posterity, the so-called Back Palace was a messy account book that could 
never be sorted out. Jostling for favor, usurping title, and vying to be the first wife, those 
things took place again and again, were never dull, and were always putrid. 


Empress Qian was a blooming lotus in the putrid Back Palace. 


Zhu Qi Zhen loved very much this original wife of his. He also took good care of her. 
Empress Qian didn’t grow up ina rich and noble family. She understood the toils of life. Even 
after she became an empress she was still not accustomed to the luxurious life style. She 
devoted all of her interests in loving her husband. She often did some needlework herself. Zhu 


Qi Zhen wanted to bestow the titles of marquis to her relatives and she declined all. 


To many, an empress didn’t need to worry about food and clothing. She was the mother of 


the world. For her, needlework was simply a leisure activity. 


But that was not the reality. If Empress Qian knew a few years later she would use her own 


needlework to barter for other things, what would she be thinking? 


In summary, the empress was an unusual one. She wanted neither an office nor money. 
Except devoting herself to her husband, she didn’t seem to have any other desire. 


Later events proved her love to Zhu Qi Zhen was real and withstood all the tests. In her 
eyes, the only identity of the man named Zhu Qi Zhen was her husband, regardless if Zhu Qi 
Zhen was an emperor, a prisoner of war, or a prisoner jailed by his own brother. That identity 
never changed. 


On the evening when Zhu Qi Zhen was preparing for the expedition and bade farewell to 
her, no one knew what they said to each other. But I am convinced the wife would be just like 
all ordinary wives of those soldiers about to be on an expedition to tell their husbands to take 
care of themselves and ensure their safety. She would also say that phrase that had been said 
numerous times but still worthy continuing to be said: 


“T will wait for your return.” 


Expedition on 
On July 17 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), the army departed. 


Despite the opposition from many people, Wang Zhen insisted on the campaign. He 
wanted to search for the glory in his dream. 

Accompanying him on the campaign, many were the military and civilian officials who 
were thought the pillars of the country. They included Zhang Fu, the Duke of Ying, Zhu Yong 
(Zhu Neng’s son, who inherited the title), the Duke of Cheng, cabinet member Cao Ding, 
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cabinet member Zhang Yi, and Minster of War Kuang Ye, etc. The list is very long and there is 
no need to enumerate it. In summary, many of the elites in the Court were on the expedition. 


Very few would be able to make back alive. 


At the moment, Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t know that his legendary story was about to begin. To 
the young man who was just twenty three, this was an exciting experience worth looking 
forward to. He had always respected more than anyone else the “Your Grace Wang”. He 


would not be wrong. Imperial campaign was absolutely the only correct way. 


Fairly speaking, Zhu Qi Zhen was responsible for the coming defeat. But the main 
responsibility was not his because he was just a young man without much government 


experience and one too easily placing his trusts on others. 
Wang Zhen was the first one guilty of all these disasters. 


For the time being we don’t discuss who bore the responsibilities. In fact on the same day 
when the army departed, a thousand lis away in Datong, there was already a big battle taking 
place. 


The location of the battle was Yanghe. The battle ended with Ming army’s total 
annihilation. It must be pointed out that the battle fully illustrated the prowess of Esen’s army. 
The Ming army came prepared and also got the full support from Guo Jing, the eunuch who 
garrisoned Datong. But even in this circumstance, the Ming army was still not a match against 
Esen’s force. 


In addition to the annihilation of the whole army, the commanding general Song Ying was 
also killed in battle. Eunuch Guo Jing was a bit smarter. He was able to escape death by 


feigning dead in underbrush. 


Only one man came back. The man’s name was Shi Heng, who was also one of the key 


officers. 


All of his subordinates were killed. He also fled in disgrace. To a commander, this was the 
ultimate humiliation. But Shi Heng was lucky. Soon after, he would have the opportunity to 


take up weapons himself to take revenge on behalf of his dead comrades. 


The victorious Esen had already cleaned the battlefield. He was prepared and strong, 
waiting for the arrival of his enemy. 


But about all these, the dreamy Wang Zhen knew nothing. He always naively thought that 
once the army was on its way and saw the enemy, all they had to do was to rush on and 
victory would be obtained. 


The army of two hundred thousand, commanded by an idiot, advanced toward Datong via 
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Jurongguan and Huailai. Waiting for them ahead was a death trap. 

On August 1, the army arrived at Datong. Guo Jing, who was almost killed in Yanghe, had 
already come back and met his immediate supervisor Wang Zhen. 

Looking at the shivering Guo Jing’s eyes and posture, Wang Zhen couldn’t help to mock 
him. 

“T have an army of two hundred thousand, should I be afraid of Esen?” 

But what Guo Jing said really shocked Wang Zhen, who was really a gutless base man in 
the first place. 

He described the previous battle in graphic details, as well as the disastrous scene of defeat 
with real and imaginary additional details. 

Wang Zhen, the head eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites, was after all a menial servant. 

In the days when he had the power he used it to bossy and bully others like he owned the 
world. He also dreamed of achieving great deeds. But in his heart he knew clearly that he was 
just really a base and timid man, who defrauded the emperor of his trust and wielded his 
borrowed authority. 

Thus he changed his previous pompous claims and immediately ordered a retreat. 


Now the army had just arrived at Datong and wasn’t too far. If the retreat was done in time, 
there wouldn’t be any problem. Esen also for the time being didn’t know the details of the 
army of two hundred thousand, so he would not attack immediately. Although it would show 


that nothing was accomplished for the campaign, it still could be counted as a tour out of town. 
But the wicked Wang Zhen would rather want to do something a little different. 


Wang Zhen was a base parvenu. All of his behaviors and conducts were decided base on 
such an origin of his. But the parvenus of his ilk had a common trait, love of pomp. 
Wang Zhen’s hometown was Weixian. At the time it was under Datong’s jurisdiction. Thus 


he decided to invite the emperor to his hometown. What was there to see in the little Weixian? 


In fact Wang Zhen’s purpose was simple. It was just like now a rich man liked to drive his 
car to his hometown, hunk horns to awake the people of the whole village so that the old and 
young in the entire village would come out to see his new car and new clothe. 


That was just the purpose for Wang Zhen to take the emperor and two hundred thousand 


men to his hometown. 


All he wanted was nothing more than just showing his pomp. The then poor teacher now 


was a man above all others! 
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Despite now he had become a eunuch. 


One mistake after another 
Well, if Wang Zhen wanted to go home, then go. Thus the army turned toward Weixian. 


In fact, Wang Zhen’s decision was actually a correct one. His hometown Weixian was the 
unavoidable place to enter the capital via the Bauhinia Pass. If he advanced via this route, they 
would surely be able to arrive in the capital in safety. 


On August 3, the army began to move. But only after about fifty lis, the column suddenly 
stopped. Then they received the order all the units would turn back to Datong and return to 
the capital from Jurongguan, from where they came. 


That was just a decision that would make one go mad. The army was already very tired. If 
they continued move forward, soon they would be able to be back to the capital and also 
ensure its safety. 


Well on the way and in the middle of it, but they had to turn around and take a longer road 
back! 


The man who issued such an order either didn’t have a sound reason or was mad. 
Wang Zhen had a sound reason and it also seemed very noble. 


It is fall and harvest season, if the army takes Weixian, the crops will be trampled. Now I’m 
ordering the army to turn back to avoid disrupting the people. 


That was a truly noble act. Wang Zhen, the head eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites, 
trampled on human lives, took bribes, brought calamities to the country, and persecuted 
honest and loyal men, now he suddenly cared about the crops of Weixian. He really cared for 
all the great details. 


Later historians all expressed their disgust to this “noble act”. Many further studies 
showed that the land in Weixian was Wang Zhen’s, thus he cared so much. 


Actually as I see it. It was not important if the land was Wang Zhen’s. Even if the land was 
not his, it wouldn’t be enough to show how much more noble his conduct was. He was just 
using token benevolence to display his power. 


In the end Wang Zhen saved Weixian’s crops and showed his prerogative. Of course he 
also paid some price. 


The price was the lives of hundreds of thousands. 
It rained heavily and made the movement of two hundred thousand troops more difficult. 


The moral was very low. Soldiers complained bitterly. But the matter was the way it was and 
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nothing would do if they just kept complaining. They had to just keep walking. 


On August 10, after some strenuous treading, the army arrived at Xuanfu. Jurongguan was 
in the army’s sight and they would be able to enter it safely. Everyone took a breath of relief. 

But by now, Esen, who had been following, finally recognized the real purpose of the Ming 
army. After many probes, he understood if he launched an attack, he would certainly be able 
to defeat the so-called leviathan. 

After evading and trailing for a month, Esen, a tiger of Guizhou”, finally began his first 
assault. 

Luckily, the Ming army discovered Esen’s intent and immediately sent its best cavalry of 
fifty thousand to intercept. The commander of the cavalry unit was Zhu Yong. 

Zhu Yong’s father Zhu Neng was an excellent commander, just like Zhang Fu’s father 
Zhang Yu. But the difference between Zhu Neng and Zhang Yu was that Zhang Yu’s song 
Zhang Fu was also an excellent military talent, but his son was not. 

Zhu Yong confidently departed with his fifty thousand troops. Although his job was to 
play rear guard, in fact his force more than doubled that of Esen’s. Based on reliable 
information, Esen had only twenty thousand cavalrymen. That was the reason for Zhu Yong’s 
confidence. 

Blind having confidence is usually more dangerous than having no confidence. 

We don’t have to describe the details. We just need to tell the result: 


“They were ambushed in Harrier Ridge. All fifty thousand cavalrymen were lost.” 


Fifty thousand was ambushed by twenty thousand and got annihilated. That was enough 
to show Zhu Yong was not a good commander. 


But as I see it, at least the fifty thousand troops died at Harrier Ridge were lucky because at 
least they died in battle. 


They didn’t die at Fort Tumu. They didn’t die in utter disgrace. 
Having defeated Zhu Yong, the road to victory was finally open. In front of Esen laid an 


open road without obstacles. 


“° There is a famous Chinese idiom that is based on a fictional story. It says that there were no donkeys in the beginning in 
Guizhou province. Then someone, out of curiosity, brought a donkey in from somewhere else. He found no use of the donkey. 
So he released the donkey to the wild. A tiger in Guizhou was terrified because he had never seen a donkey before. But after 
probing a few times, he found that the only defense the donkey was capable of was kicking. Once he realized this, he attacked 
and ate the donkey. 
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Although Zhu Yong failed his command, at least his force bought three days of time for the 
Emperor His Majesty. 
Three days for saving lives, but it was just three days. 


From Xuanfu on August 10, the Ming army took three days to rush to Fort Tumu, where it 
was just twenty five lis away from Huailai. If they entered Huailai, everyone would be safe. 


I think everyone can guess what happened next even if I don’t describe it. Once again, a 
man opposed to it. 

The man was once again Wang Zhen. 

As usual, he found a reason. But this reason was by no means a noble one. 


“T still have one thousand wagons on the way. The army won’t enter the city for now. Wait 


1” 


here 


It’s not hard for one to make a mistake. It’s really hard for one to make mistakes from the 
beginning to the end. It’s very rare in the world to find a man like Wang Zhen, who was so 


stupid and wasn’t unaware of his stupidity. 

To this Mr. Head Eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites Wang Zhen, I have nothing left to say. 
Disregard his evil doings, just his stupidity and ignorance would be enough to make him stink 
in history and be despised by everyone. 

The most miserable part about a man is not about being despised, but rather making 
people no longer able to despise him again. 

Just like that, the Ming army lost the last opportunity to move itself out of danger. 

Esen finally caught up. He wiped clean the blood of Zhu Yong’s left on his knife and was 
ready to commence another slaughter. 


On the night of August 14, Esen launched a sudden assault. The Ming troops were caught 
off guard and retreated. But because they were too numerous, Esen also didn’t dare to advance 
too deep. Thus the Ming army took the opportunity to form dense formations. They also dug 
trenches to prepare for an extended battle. 


In my estimation, now Esen’s force shouldn’t be less than twenty thousand. It should be 
about fifty or sixty thousand. But even with that number, he would still not be able to defeat 
the entrenched Ming army. 


Thus he came up with an idea. 
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Rout 


On August 15, Esen suddenly sent a representative and indicated that he would want a 
peace talk. Wang Zhen was jubilant and immediately sent Cao Ding to the peace talk. Now, to 
show that he was sincere, Esen’s army had already withdrawn. 


In this situation, Kuang Ye, the minister of war, who was well versed in military strategy, 
calmly analyzed. He thought that was Esen’s trick. They shouldn’t believe in him and should 
stay in defense and wait for reinforcement. 


Just at that moment, Wang Zhen finally realized a big achievement in his life. He fully 
utilized his stupidity and made the last mistake. 


“Move out of the trench and away immediately!” 


In the military campaign in year fourteen of Justly Principled, Wang Zhen began with a 
mistake and ended with a mistake. He was able to stick to his mistakes and even when he 
knew he was stupid and ignorant, he was able to carry forward with his spirit of 
shamelessness to ignore everything. He truly carried forward the mistakes to the end. 


Li Jing Long, your soul in heaven probably would no longer feel lonely anymore because 
one who was even more stupid, more idiotic, and more ignorant had emerged, and the man 
was about to accompany you. 


Just as Kuang Ye predicted, just about three lis after the army set out, the once disappeared 
Esen’s army reappeared. “Iron clads rushed into the formations and brandished their knives 
for the kill.” 


After prolonged vagrancies, the army of two hundred thousand, without a trace of fighting 
spirit left after being turned by Wang Zhen here and there, reached its limit of endurance and 
also received the final result, total collapse. 


It was a complete total collapse. Two hundred thousand troops were completely in 
disarray. Everyone ran everywhere. Now regardless if you were a general, a grand 
academician, or an ordinary soldier, you had only one thing left to do, run. 


As on fleeing, it was really a technical job. Besides taking the right direction, one had to 
have sufficient physical strength to back up. Now those officials who usually never labored 
suffered because on slaughtering, Esen’s soldiers did a complete job. Regardless who you are, 
a distinguished scholar awarded (Cao Ding was a top scholar overall) or distinguished scholar 
named, before the sabers, there was no discrimination. 


The seasoned official Zhang Fu, who served four emperors and once swept Annan and had 
all of his grandeur, was killed in this battle. A celebrity general of a generation thus ended his 
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life. 


In addition, the emperor’s son-in-law Jing Yuan, Kuang Ye, the minister of war, Wang Zuo, 
the minister of population and revenue, Deputy Ministers Ding Ming and Wang Yong He, and 
cabinet members Cao Ding and Zhang Yi, and many more, numbering more than fifty, were 
all killed. 


Property loss was also heavy: 


“Over two hundred thousand mules and horses, panoplies and armors, weapons, and 
baggage were all taken by Esen.” 


Decades of accumulations and decades of talents were all wiped out in an instant. 


An army of two hundred thousand collapsed, more than fifty officials died in battle. They 
shouldn’t have died, that was the final end. 


But as a solace, aman who should die finally died. 


Escort General Fan Zhong fought in the melee. He knew everything was over. He would 
die there. 


Surely he would not give up like that. Two hundred thousand was annihilated simply 
because of the wrong command of one man. 


Unfortunately he didn’t die in my hands. 


It seemed that Heaven wanted to grant his finish wish. Soon after, he managed to find that 
man in the upheaval. 


This man’s feature was obvious. Because he was a eunuch, he didn’t have beard. 


Then Fan Zhong ran up and grabbed the panicking Wang Zhen and smashed his head with 
a hammer in his hand. 


“Tam executing this evil man on behalf of the country!” 
Nice kill! Happy kill! 


But it was too late. 


The finale 
September 12 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449). 


“Deputy Command Yang Jun of the Garrison of Jurongguan reports: In recent days, 
military equipment has been collected at Fort Tumu. Over six thousand helmets, five thousand 
eight hundred pieces of armor, over eleven thousand guns, over six hundred blunderbusses, 
and eight pails of gun powder have been collected.” 
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September 13 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449). 


“Your Majesty’s obedient Garrison Commander of Xuanfu Yang Hong reports: At Fort 
Tumu, of the military equipment abandoned, more than three thousand eight hundred 
helmets, more than one hundred twenty pieces of armor, more than two hundred ninety 
round shields, more than twenty two thousand blunderbusses, more than four hundred forty 


thousand arrows, and more than eight hundred cannon have been collected.” 
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Turn the Tide 


The commander who garrisoned Huailai saw the carnage in his own eyes. But he could do 
nothing and had to send a fast rider to report the news. The next day (August 26), people in 
the capital got the news. 


The sky had fallen. 


An army of two hundred thousand was annihilated in an instant. Numerous civilian and 
military officials died in the battle. The elite Three Brigades was completely destroyed. The 
capital had become very vulnerable. 


In the inner palace the empress and the grandmother empress dowager wailed. Officials, 
like ants in a hot pan, were restless and worried but had no idea on what to do. There were so 


many things to do, from where to start? 


An old hand showed his skills when situation went awry, now Wang Zhi, the minister of 
personnel stood up, he clearly pointed out the crux of the issue, which was also the first 
problem they had to resolve: 


Was the emperor alive or dead? 
Oh yeah, amid the confusion, the emperor was forgotten. Everyone should have known 
that was the most important question at the moment. 


If soldiers were lost, they could be recruited again. If officials were dead, they could be 
reexamined again. In fact it wouldn’t matter much if the emperor was dead, they could get 


another one. 


But you have to first determine if Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen is really dead or not. If his residence 
certificate and emperorship are removed by assuming his death and a new emperor is 
installed, then when couple of days later he capers back, do you still hope to keep your head? 


The country has the priority over the ruler. Comparing to the state, you Zhu Qi Zhen 
doesn’t matter much. But the problem is that you have to give us a firm answer. If you are 


dead, we give you a funeral. If you are alive, we'll try to do something. 
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The grandmother empress dowager and the empress of course hoped he was still alive. But 
officials were not necessarily of the same mind. 


Based on the later development of the matter, the opinion of the officials was: the emperor 
was better dead than alive. 


Zhu Qi Zhen, you'd better be dead. After all, you have thoroughly shamed your ancestors. 
If you are dead, we can select a new emperor. It’s simple and easy. Don’t create another 
Emperor Establishing Civility and plague us for decades. 


Sometimes the life of an emperor is not that valuable. 
That is cruel, but that is the fact. 


Zhu Di waited for entire twenty one years for the news of Emperor Establishing Civility. 
But Zhu Qi Zhen’s officials were lucky. They had to wait for only one day. 


Just when officials were mulling over the question, someone reported that a Guard in 
Brocade named Liang Gui (a knight of a thousand, who was on the expedition) had something 
important to report. It was this Liang Gui who brought back the firm answer. 


His Majesty, the emperor, is still alive. 


A hostage 
Zhu Qi Zhen was indeed alive. 


When the army collapsed, his guards either died in the battle or disappeared long ago. 
Everyone fled. The yells of Esen’s soldiers and the shrieks of the soldiers being killed 
converged. The little Fort Tumu suddenly became a hell on earth. 


Although Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t have the wisdom to recognize his men, he was not a feckless 
wretch. 


He lost an army of two hundred thousand, lost his officials and guards, and lost all the 
properties he had with him. But he kept one thing: 


The dignity of the Emperor of the Great Ming. 


In this dire situation, he didn’t run aimlessly like the others. Rather, he sat quietly and 
waited for the arrival of the moment that would decide his fate. 


Now, the one accompanying Zhu Qi Zhen was a eunuch named Xi Ning. 
But, he was not a good guy. 


A Wala soldier found Zhu Qi Zhen, who was sitting with his legs curled. The soldier 
threatened him with his knife and asked him to take off the expensive clothe he was wearing. 
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But surprisingly to this soldier, the man sitting there didn’t respond, without even looking 
at him. 


The Wala soldier never expected that amid the collapsed and fleeing Ming troops, there 
was even such a calm man among them. The man had nothing in his hands but very calm, 
menacing with a sharp knife, he suddenly felt he had been insulted. 


Then he raised the knife in his hand. He decided to kill this man. 
If the knife fell, everything would be simple. 


But at that moment, his brother came. He was a man who had seen the world. When he 
saw the man of such dignified manner, he stopped the soldier. He said: “This man is acting 
unlike others. He is not an ordinary man.” 


He then invited Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen to see Esen’s brother, Sekanwan. 


Sekanwan was a senior Wala official. He also had seen much of the world. But the Son of 
Heaven of the Great Ming, who was now a prisoner, still greatly surprised him. 


When Zhu Qi Zhen saw Sekanwan, he didn’t greet him, but rather posed a multiple choice 
question with three options. 


“Are you Esen? Are you Boyan Temur (Esen’s brother)? Or are Sekanwan (he got this one 
right)?” 

That astonished Sekanwan. He had seen many prisoners but he had never seen someone 
behaving that way. The haughty demeanor and boldness of the prisoner was unlike anyone 


else. He was unsure what to do and had to go to see his boss Esen. 


Once Esen learned of it, he was shocked. He believed this man was very probably the 
emperor of Ming. Thus he sent two of his men who had met Zhu Qi Zhen to take a look. Then 
his guess was confirmed. 


An argument ensued. 


More than seventy years ago, Mongol nobles were pushed out of the Central Plains. An 
army of hundreds of thousands were soundly defeated by Xu Da, Chang Yu Chun, Lan Yu, 
and others. Then they ended up wandering in the vast grassy and desert land. Although Esen 
was not a member of the Golden Lineage, he had supported the Golden Lineage’s Totoya Buga 
as the Great Khan to be the legitimate successor of the empire. More importantly, he was a 


Mongol. 
There was no family animosity, but there was a national hatred. 


Esen spoke first. He couldn’t suppress his jubilance. He spoke to everyone: “I have always 


prayed to Heaven in the hope that one day the Great Yuan will unite the world. Now Heaven 
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has answered me. The Ming army has been defeated by me and its emperor is also in my 
hands!” 


Now aman named Naigon said: “Heaven has awarded us our enemy, let’s kill him!” 


I have done a lot of research of history records and can’t find out who this person was. 
Probably he was just a nobody. He probably said this just simply because he wanted to join the 
fray and flatter. But the bootlicking was done really in a very inopportune time. 


One has to know that when senior noble men are speaking, a little nobody doesn’t get the 
chance to speak. Just like the negotiations among the mafias in television shows, when the big 
brother hasn’t spoken, the little brother showed himself first. When such a scene takes place, 


usually the little brother will have a bad ending. This time there was no exception. 


Hearing this, another bigwig, the second choice in Zhu Qi Zhen’s multiple choice question, 
Boyan Temur opened his mouth. He was furious and stood up to Esen: “Who the hell is this 
guy? How come he is allowed to speak?” 

Then he used one word to dispatch this Naigon: “Go!” 

Once having this little brother taken care of, Boyan Temur delivered his opinion. He spoke 
at length. Basically he said that if in such a confusion the emperor of Ming managed to remain 
alive in the battle, then that means Heaven hadn’t given up on him. In addition, the emperor 
had always treated them well. If Master Esen voluntarily sent the emperor back, he would 
gain fame. Wouldn’t that be even better? 

Everyone agreed. Esen also agreed with him. Then he put Zhu Qi Zhen under the guard of 
Boyan Temur. 


That was what written in history books. But I think most of it is just baloney. 


Boyan Temur and some Mongol nobles didn’t want to kill Zhu Qi Zhen, that is of course a 
historical fact. But there is a problem in describing the fact that way. In this argument, no 
opposite opinions can be seen. It’s all about justice and virtue, which obviously is tainted with 
the idealism and thoughts of later historians. 

Although Esen didn’t receive much education, he certainly knew power maneuvers and 
intrigues. Given that he started a war with Ming, he must know that there was no affection 
between the two sides. He didn’t grow up reading the Four Books and Five Classics. Why did he 
have to care about his good reputation? 

As I see it, the reality should be like this: 

Esen: What should we do about Zhu Qi Zhen? 


Boyan Temur: We probably don’t have much to gain by killing him. Better keep him alive. 
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Esen: For what? 


Boyan Temur: Fool! The emperor is in your hands, you don’t need to worry about not 
getting something out of him. You can bring him over for a ransom. You can also bring him to 


order the garrisons at the forts to open the gates. Then the world will be ours! 


Then everyone nodded. Esen also agreed with him and also put Zhu Qi Zhen under his 
guard. 


In fact that is not a groundless speculation. In the years afterwards, those were the tricks 


played by Esen. 


Thereafter Prisoner Zhu Qi Zhen became a hostage. Esen also changed his identity and 
became the head of a gang of hostage takers. 


Per the internal arrangement of the hostage takers, Zhu Qi Zhen was guarded by the 
number two man Boyan Temur. But even the number two guy never would have thought that 


the feeble Zhu Qi Zhen was a man of special talent. 
Zhu Qi Zhen’s talent was his ability to win others’ affection. 


Around us there are often some people who make us feel like old acquaintances even at the 
first sight. They make us feel warm like being caressed by the spring breeze. This is usually a 
natural trait. We all want to social with these kinds of people. Zhu Qi Zhen was such kind of a 
man. 

The twenty three year old Zhu Qi Zhen was actually quite a kind man. Although he was an 
emperor, he treated the people around him very well. He also was very courteous to his 
officials. It wouldn’t be an overstatement to describe him as a modest gentleman whose 


demeanor was as smooth and tender like jade. 
It was this personality of his that allowed him to create a miracle. 


Humbled as a prisoner, under the constant threat of death, and in the vast and endless 
desert of a strange country, Zhu Qi Zhen always maintained a calm and easy manner. Even to 
his enemies he was polite and modest. After a while, even the Mongol soldiers and officers 


who guarded him were willing to serve him. 
Among them was even the number two man Boyan Temur. 


But Zhu Qi Zhen’s ability wasn’t limited to here. Even after he returned and jailed by his 
brother, the officials who guarded him were also won over by him. They willingly obeyed, 
served and worked for him. 


In psychology, there is a disease called “The Stockholm Syndrome”. The name came from a 


robbery case. In it the hostages acted abnormally and even willingly provided cover for the 
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robber’s escape and hindered the police. That baffled many people. 


The phenomenon can be explained using psychology: Under enormous pressure and threat, 
a hostage may be inclined to obey the ones who controlled him. That’s why a hostage would 
obey a hostage taker. The famous war movie The Bridge on the River Kwai is about a story in 
which a group of men who suffered from Stockholm Syndrome after they were captured by 
the Japanese army and willingly cooperated with the Japanese in military actions. 


But Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen created history. He created the Fort Tumu Syndrome. Under his 
influence, the hostage takers managed to be on the side of the hostage! Thereafter for many 
times Boyan Temur not only demanded for Zhu Qi Zhen’s release, he even fought for his 
throne at his own initiative. Every time I read these words, I am amazed. 


That was truly a terrifying ability. 


Loyalty and betrayal 


Zhu Qi Zhen was certainly a man capable of attracting affinity. But obviously his power of 
attraction was not invincible. At least it didn’t work on that eunuch named Xi Ning. 


After Zhu Qi Zhen was taken away, Xi Ning couldn’t wait to abandon his master and 
surrendered to Esen. In hind sight, when he was by Zhu Qi Zhen’s side, he surely had other 
purposes. Even worse, he constantly advised Esen and told Esen about the defenses of the 
frontier passes. He made himself a guide of the Mongol army. He was a genuine betrayer of 
the Chinese people. 


It was this Xi Ning who advised Esen that the capital was weakly defended and an attack 
should be launched immediately. Then the Central Plains surely would be taken. 


Probably the eunuch had a grudge against Ming. Or he was really an undercover agent. 
Besides those, it was really hard to understand his motivation. 

Esen was ambitious. In his mind, with Xi Ning advising him, the dream of uniting the 
world would be soon realized. 

Because of Xi Ning’s defection, Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t have someone to take care of him. Thus 
Esen picked another servant for the Ming emperor. The man’s name was Yuan Bin, who was 
also taken prisoner in the big battle. 


Esen would never have thought that his ad lib decision provided Zhu Qi Zhen with a great 
support. In the coming years, Yuan Bin accompanied Zhu Qi Zhen, remained loyal to him, and 
would eventually see the day of freedom. 


The exuberant Xi Ning, who thought himself as Esen’s trusted man, would also never think 
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that in the near future, he would die in the hands of the man named Yuan Bin. 


Once everything was ready, Hostage Taker Esen began to carry out the last step of the 
kidnapping: Informing the family of the hostage. 


That was an urgent matter. There was no telephone and a man had to be found to send the 
message. Not only that, this was a unique kidnapping. The messenger must hurry up. If he 
took too long, they might end up in a situation where the hostage was killed. 


Thus he released a prisoner named Liang Gui and urged him to hurry up to send the 
message. He must have the message delivered before the other side “kills” the hostage. 


That was something unheard of. The kidnappers dreaded about “killing” the hostage? 


That was absolutely true. It’s hard to find a toad with three legs, but it’s rather easy to 
install a two-legged emperor. The breeding speed of the descendants of Great Ming Dynasty 
was relatively fast. The line of those waiting for the throne could stretch from the East Straight 
Gate to the West Straight Gate. If they didn’t hurry up and there was a new emperor, the 


living treasure at hand would become worthless. 
Thus the elites of the Ming learned that their emperor was still alive. 
That meant trouble. 


Better dead. If the emperor died, another could be chosen. It would not be worse if the 
emperor was missing. At least one could be selected. Once everything got settled and 
normalcy was restored, even if the former emperor begged his way back, he wouldn’t be able 


to do much. 


But now, it was the worst scenario. The man was not only alive but also a hostage of the 


kidnappers, who un-bashfully asked for a ransom. 


Money wouldn’t be a problem. You just had to give when asked. The problem was that 
even if the money was paid, the man wouldn’t necessarily come back. If Esen was permitted to 
get a taste of it, he probably would come to ask for it every year, just like the year-end money 
given to children*!. He would keep the money but not release the man. If you dared not to pay, 
you would be accused of not caring the life of the emperor. You wouldn’t be able to resist the 
public opinion. 

But that wasn’t the biggest problem. The bigger problem was still yet to come. 


Because Wang Zhen relied solely on numerical supremacy, thus he took all the troops from 
the Three Brigades in the capital and the best trained troops in the north on his expedition. 


“' Giving money to children around the Chinese New Year’s Day has become a tradition in recent years. Children of relatives 
or friends often receive money in red envelopes during the Chinese New Year, when friends and relatives visit and greet each 
other during the celebration. 


236 


Book of Zhu Qi Zhen 


Now in the city of Beijing, the number of troops remained was less than one hundred 
thousand and most of them were the elderlies or sick ones. The moral was low. Esen defeated 
the main force of the Ming army and would certainly ride on the momentum to attack Beijing. 
Based on the current situation, it would be really tough to resist the enemy attack by relying 


such scanty number of troops. 


Not only that, when Esen attacked, he would surely use his hostage Zhu Qi Zhen. The 
purpose was simple, he was a human shield. 

Actually the real usefulness of Zhu Qi Zhen was not that he was the emperor, but rather 
that all the defending troops knew he was the emperor! 

It would not matter if they didn’t know. The problem was everyone knew that the man in 
Esen’s hands was the emperor, a point that Esen also understood. As long as he kept the 
emperor of the Ming in his troops, the Ming troops would have to be mindful of that. Then 
they would not fight wholeheartedly. Just in case if someone killed the emperor in the heat of 
the chaotic battle, it would be a crime punishable by killing the whole family. 

Defend the indefensible and fight the impossible fight, what to do? 


As I see it, nothing could be done. 


Ming was about to be in a hopeless situation. 


An angry roar 


Officials were mulling responses. After all, they were experienced. Even in adverse 
situations, they could remain calm and work on the solutions to the problems. 


But it was very different in the inner palace. The news of Zhu Qi Zhen taken prisoner was 
like a thunder in the clear sky that shocked Empress Qian into a delirium. To a woman, her 
husband was of the utmost importance. Thus she immediately collected all the silver, gold, 
and other treasures and sent them to Esen’s camp, hoping to ransom her husband back. 


Was the man sent back? Of course not. 


It took a great effort for Esen to capture the rarest treasure in the world. He was counting 
on collecting rents and earning interests. How could he send the man back! 


Thus he acted like a rascal. He took the money but didn’t release the hostage. He indicated 
that it was not enough and wanted the palace to continue to pay. 


Nowhere money could be found from the inner place. Although Empress Qian’s name 
meant money, she couldn’t magically produce money. All she could do was wailing and 


howling, with tears streaming down her face. 
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No experience needed if one wasn’t experienced. 


The inner palace acted foolishly, but officials were also out of wits because they couldn’t 
even take care of themselves. The Mongol army was on the verge of entering Beijing. 
Everything had to be dealt with. Everyone panicked. Those who feared dying numbered more, 
many advised moving the capital to the south. 


They couldn’t be blamed. Fearing death is a human nature. But what worried those fearing 
death the most was not just their lives, but also their future. 


Out of their own personal interests, they wanted to relocate to the south. In their views, 
Beijing probably couldn’t be kept. If the Court wasn’t moved, it probably meant everyone’s 
demise. But if the Court moved, even if half of the country was lost, they could still remain in 


office. 
As about the country and dynasty, those were relative minor things. 


The sentiment swirled in the official corps. Many had already packed up and would depart 


immediately as soon as the order was issued. 


But regardless how they planned, without the emperor’s order, they still couldn’t leave. 
Thus those death-fearing ones got themselves ready. They would make their proposal in the 
court session next day. They wanted the emperor to agree to move. 


Among the ones who wanted to flee, there was a man named Xu Cheng. 


Now Xu Cheng was restive, he would make his proposal for moving to the south the next 


day. He was also very confident that his proposal would receive the emperor’s consent. 
That’s because he had plenty of reasons. 
The next day came. 
August 18 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449). 
The fate of the Great Ming Dynasty would be decided on this day. 


In the morning, the court session began. It was chaired by Zhu Qi Yu, who was the acting 


emperor. 


This was a critical session in the history of Ming. The main issue of the session was about 
how to deal with the many problems at hand. Among the most critical questions was either to 


run or to fight. 


To run would mean losing half of the country. To fight would probably mean the demise of 


everyone. 


It was the first time that Zhu Qi Yu had the power and he was very nervous. He anxiously 
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waited for the officials to make proposals. But what happened next was totally out of his 
expectation. 


Upon entering the Court, officials said nothing but kept sobbing. The whole court was 
filled with sounds of cries. 


That put Zhu Qi Yu in an awkward situation, in which he didn’t know what to do. He sat 
there stupidly. 


That was easily understandable. All the officials had their colleagues and relatives died in 
this war. Not only that, a country that had been well was now in such a state that really made 
people’s hearts ache. Pains that had been accumulating for days now could be released. Crying 


out relieved them. 
Thus the crucial court session commenced amid laments and cries. 


After a few moments, officials came back to their senses. Feeling sad was inevitable, but the 
living ones had to deal with the problems at hand. The most crucial question currently was to 
decide if the Court should stay or move. 


Xu Cheng spoke first. We can believe that he was already very anxious, for based on his 
conducts later, we can see that in his heart, the most important thing was always his own 
wealth and glory. 


Xu Cheng said loudly: “I inspected the night sky and checked the almanac. I found that 
Haven is no longer on our side. Peril can only be avoided by moving south.” 


That seemed to be the words from an astrologer. The ones in the Court were all learned 
scholars. They were not three year old kids. How could Xu Cheng be so foolish as to use 
astrology as a reason? Who could be convinced by his theory? Was he trying to humiliate 
himself? 


But strangely, Xu Cheng was rather very proud of himself. He thought everyone would 
believe him. Why was he so confident? 


There were some reasons in it. 


Xu Cheng was from Wuxian (present day Suzhou and he was a townsman of Yao Guang 
Xiao’s). He was awarded the title of distinguished scholar in year eight of Promoting Virtue. In 
year twelve of Justly Principled (AD 1447), he was appointed editorial academician. We thus 
know that the so-called editorial writer was an academician. If someone was not a well-read 
scholar, he wouldn’t have been appointed. There were many bookworms in the Imperial 
Academy. They did nothing but reading the works of saints and the Four Books and Five Classics. 
But Xu Cheng took care of both work and leisure. In addition to classical studies and idealistic 
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philosophies, he also had a hobby, the study of Yin and Yang and prophesilogy. 


As we have mentioned before, the scope of the study of Yin and Yang and prephesilogy 
was very wide. It included astronomy, geography, military strategy, and fortune-telling. Thus 
if one was really into this discipline, one could become a useful person. The famous intriguer 
Yao Guang Xiao studied this. But Xu Cheng was different from Yao Guang Xiao. Mr. Yao 
mainly studied the first three subjects (astronomy, geography, and military strategy), but Xu 
Cheng rather picked to study the fourth subject (fortune-telling). 


Fortune-telling had a long history and dated back a long time ago. As to whether or not it 
worked, we don’t know. But as long as there exist human’s fears about future, it will continue 


to exist. 


Xu Cheng was a man devoted to the study of fortune-telling. He often voluntarily told 
fortunes to others. Although he didn’t charge for the work and it was purely based on his 
interests, he often missed and people generally didn’t believe him. 


It seemed that Heaven wanted to salvage his reputation as a fortune-teller. Soon after, the 
failed amateur fortune-teller made an accurate prediction to an important event of the time. 


That event was the defeat at Fort Tumu. 


Before the Wise Father of Ming embarked on his expedition, he inspected the night sky and 
was astonished. He went home and said to his wife: “I have inspected the sky. This war is 
going to be a certain loss. When the Wala army comes, it will be too late. You should go back 
to your home for safety.” 


But even his wife didn’t have confidence in Mr. Xu’s fortune-telling skill. People simply 
brushed off his earnest warning. 


Thus when the news of the defeat arrived, besides worrying about his own future, Xu 
Cheng also felt somewhat elated. 


“You don’t believe me? See now!” 


That eventually also saved his reputation as a fortune-teller. Thus now he was full of 
confidence in uttering those words. 


Now let’s examine the five key aspects about Ming: 


The army suffered a disastrous defeat, the emperor was taken prisoner, the capital was 
undefended, people panicked, and there were the defeatists (men who wanted to flee). 


There was nothing but a state of pending collapse. 


The scene seemed to be familiar. Yes, three hundred twenty three years ago, a very similar 
situation took place. 
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In October of year one of Peace and Prosperity (AD 1126) of the Northern Song Dynasty, 
the Jurchens that had been entrenched in the north attacked Northern Song. Taiyuan and 
Zhending were lost. In November, the Jurchens crossed the Yellow River. The Respected 
Father of Song panicked and didn’t know what to do. Officials all gave up on fighting and one 
after another they advised surrender. 

Given the circumstance, on December 2, the Song emperor surrendered. 

On April 1 of year two of Peace and Prosperity (AD 1127), Jurchen general Wanyan Zong 
Wang escorted the prisoners, the Comely and Kind Father of Song, the Respected Father of 
Song, the Prince of Zhao, the empresses, the princesses, and palace maids numbering over four 
hundred, as well as large quantities of looted treasures, back north. The Northern Song 
Dynasty died. 

Put them in comparison, we can see that the two dynasties over three hundred years apart 
were so similar. Both suffered a recent military defeat, both had the capital undefended, both 
had people in panic, and both had words of surrender and fleeing filling the air. That’s 
because they had their emperor in the enemy’s hands. They couldn’t fight because they had to 
be mindful of the emperor. 

But Ming didn’t end up with the same fate as Northern Song. Contrasting with Northern 


Song at the time, Ming had one more man and one more roaring of rage: 
“Whoever suggesting to move should be executed!” 


The one who spoke was Yu Qian, the deputy minister of war. 


Yu Qian 
In year thirty one of Martial Splendor (AD 1398), Ming bade farewell to her founder, Zhu 
Yuan Zhang. To the empire, it was a significant loss. 


But in the same year, in Qiantang County (now part of Hangzhou) of Zhejiang, in an 
ordinary family a future saver of the empire was born. Sure, this was our hero Yu Qian. 
Of course, Yu Qian at the time was not any sort of a saver. For him, who was a baby, the 


most important goal at the moment was to ingest milk. 


Because he was born into a well-to-do family, Yu Qian had his own reading room. He 
spent his childhood there. Just like all those scholars, Yu Qian also began his scholar career by 
studying the Four Books and Five Classics. 


In all honesty, things like the Four Books and Five Classics could have easily fostered 
bookworms. But Yu Qian seemed to be an exception. He wanted to excel and studied hard. But 
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he didn’t confine himself to what he learned from the books. In addition to studying what was 
required by the exams, he also liked reading extra-curricular books (such as military strategies). 
History had told us that those children who enjoyed reading extracurricular books would 
generally excel later. 


Just like today’s star chasers, Yu Qian also had his idol. He hung the picture of his idol in 
his reading room (this sounds familiar) and admired it all the time. 

Once, his teacher found out that he often looked at that picture. So out of curiosity, he 
asked him why he did that. 

Hearing that, Yu Qian replied in a solemn air: “I want to be a man like him!” 

The man in the picture was Wen Tian Xiang. 

Besides that, in his reading room Yu Qian also wrote a poem as his tribute to Wen Tian 
Xiang. 


Sacrificing for the country he forgot himself, 
Pursuing justice he devoted his life, 

Die for righteousness, 

Live not in wretchedness. 


As I see it, this was exactly what the young Yu Qian promised himself on his conducts in 
his future life. 

Thirty years later, he realized his promise with his life. 

In year nineteen of Perpetual Happiness (AD 1421), Yu Qian was twenty three. He now 


had passed the County Exam and was on his way to the capital for the national exam. 


He would forever leave his home and the hometown of the south and go to Beijing, a place 
where cloud gathered and the air was vibrant. 

The road ahead was treacherous but Yu Qian was not afraid. He knew a bigger world was 
waiting for him. It was time for him to realize the ambition of his life. 

Yu Qian packed up and bade farewell to his family. Looking at the misty road ahead, he 
wrote a poem and started his journey. 


Sword drawn I dance in the Courtyard, 
Spirit sung, my song jolts woods and hills, 
Those are what aspire a man, 

Be not a pedant! 


Yu Qian, the world is wide. Your brilliant and magnificent life starts right here! 


242 


Book of Zhu Qi Zhen 


Fresh breeze 


Yu Qian passed the general exam and was awarded the title of distinguished scholar. Then 
he was given the job of censor. In the ensuing first year of Promoting Virtue in suppressing 
Zhu Gao Xu’s rebellion, Yu Qian, in his stentorian voice and stern words, severely upbraided 


the very unsuccessful prince, which deeply impressed the Benevolent Father®. 
Thereafter Yu Qian’s career took off. 


In year five of Promoting Virtual (AD 1430), the Expressively Charitable Father appointed 
Yu Qian to the post of right deputy minister of war and sent him to inspect the area of Shanxi 
and Hebei. This year, Yu Qian was only thirty two. 


At only thirty two and ranked third grade at deputy minister level, that was really 


remarkable. Yu Qian became an envy of his colleagues of the same generation. 


That of course was made possible because there were men in the Court appreciating his 


talent. The ones who trained him and put him to important use were the Three Yangs. 


Men like Yang Shi Qi and Yang Rong, who were experienced aristocrats, certainly knew 
how to recognize talents. Men like Yu Qian would not be able to escape their notice. In fact 
there were indeed men expressing concerns for Yu Qian’s rapid rise. But Yang Shi Qi smiled: 
“This man is a rare talent. He will be a backbone of the country! I am just promoting him for 
the country.” 


Talent and backbone or not, that wouldn’t be something Yang Shi Qi could affirm. One had 


to show results to gain people’s recognition. 


Thus Yu Qian left the capital and began his career as a local official. But probably he didn’t 


expect that it would last for nineteen years. 


In those nineteen years, Yu Qian inspected the areas of Shanxi and Henan. He didn’t betray 
Yang Shi Qi’s trust. He worked diligently. In his tenure, he gained a high reputation. People 
respected him. Even more, in addition to being capable, he was very honest and incorruptible. 


In the years of Justly Principled, Wang Zhen was in power. He was a man who would 
pluck feathers from a passing bird. When local officials came to the capital to report on their 
work, more or less they had to bring something. Wang Zhen wouldn’t even refuse ordinary 
daily use items, which would make people scratch their heads in disbelief. But Yu Qian was 
different. He was an inspector and powerful. But he was able to keep himself away from 
corruption. Not only did he not take bribes, he also didn’t want others to take bribes. 


” The author made a mistake here. When Yu Qian was tasked to berate the defeated rebel prince, the emperor was the 
Expressively Charitable Father, not the Benevolent Father. 
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One was corrupted and one was not. Confrontations took place. 


Thus in year six of Justly Principled (AD 1441), Wang Zhen, who had always considered 
Yu Qian an eye sore, found an excuse and put the inspector in jail. We have shown the result 
before. Wang Zhen underestimated Yu Qian’s high popularity. If he killed this man, there 
could be serious problems. Thus Wang Zhen yielded and released Yu Qian. 


That incident made Wang Zhen aware that Yu Qian was not someone who could be 
offended. Later Yu Qian’s position was reinstated and Wang Zhen didn’t dare to utter a word. 
That showed Wang Zhen was just a base man who bullied the weak and feared the powerful. 


Scolding Wang Zhen even in the prison, Yu Qian adhered to his principle and was as 


incorruptible as before after he got out of prison. 


There had been people advising Yu Qian to give a little to win favor. To these advises, Yu 
Qian replied in a poem. 
Probably even he didn’t realize that the ad lib reply managed to become a famous quote in 
history and was on people’s lips. 
Silk, brocade, mushrooms, and scents, 
People’s everyday items now have become trouble-inducers, 
T ascend to heaven with my sleeves full of fresh air, 
To keep the King of Death from gossiping behind me! 
The idiom sleeves of fresh air was originated from here. A special notice, it was copyright 
by Mr. Yu Qian. 


In year thirteen of Justly Principled (AD 1448), Yu Qian was summoned to the capital and 


took the post of deputy minister of war. His direct superior was Kuang Ye. 


Kuang Ye was an upright and honest man. During his tenure, he established a good 
relationship with Yu Qian. The two worked together very well and had a mutual affection to 
each other. 

If it continued that way, probably Yu Qian would be able to wait to KuangYe’s retirement 
and then succeed him to become a second grade official. After his death he would be able to 
somehow be awarded an honorary title of secondary first grade. Then in Ming history there 
would be couple of lines: Yu Qian, native of Qiantang, born on such a day, month, and year, 
held such and such offices and died on such a day, month, and year. 


That would probably be so. 
To Yu Qian and Kuang Ye, that kind of life wouldn’t be too bad. But history cannot be 


assumed. Kuang Ye wouldn’t retire and Yu Qian wouldn’t just live in anonymity. The earth 
shaking year fourteen of Justly Principled nonetheless arrived. 
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Then there were the things we already knew. Trade disputes, defeats at the border, the 
dream of a eunuch, foolish decisions, heart-felt advises against it, headstrong actions, mindless 
marches, and the final end for all. 


Yu Qian saw in his own eyes all these happening in front of him. But he could do nothing. 
He had been in extreme pain. Kuang Ye was a good boss and a good leader. He had helped 
him a great deal. To some extent, the life that was lost in the expedition should have been his. 


One shouldn’t keep himself in constant mourning. It is time to do something. 


Heroes 


When a country is in a crisis, there are always men stepping forward to serve the country. 
We call these men heroes. 


In the bottom of everyone’s heart, there is a desire to be a hero. Even Wang Zhen was not 
an exception. He launched an exception in the hope of getting this title. 


It’s not easy for someone to become a hero. If it was so easy, wouldn’t everyone have 
become a hero? 


Usually, heroes are of the following kinds: 


A hero dares to do what others are afraid to do and dares to bear responsibilities that 
others shy away from. 


Heroes are the ones who turn away crushing tides and upright a declining edifice. 
A hero is strong and resolute. He fights despite losses. 

Only such men can be called heroes! 

But in my opinion, real heroes are not just those ones. 

The so-called heroes are actually men who have fear in their hearts. 

To become a hero, one has to first learn how to be fearful. 

What’s the answer? Here is my answer: 


We have all been in naive childhood years. We have all been ambitious youth. We often 
dream about realizing our ambitions in the future. We want to achieve. The world is wide to 


allow me to do what I want! 


But once you have become part of the world, you will find that the world is not a world of 
your own. You'll be many times disappointed. You will have many setbacks. Things will never 
work the way you imagined. 


Thus men start to retreat and begin to fear. 


245 


Turn the Tide 


They begin to see that it’s not easy to keep living in this world. 
Thus some withdraw and some become passive. 
But this is the time for heroes to emerge. 


There have never been natural born heroes in this world. No one is skilled at being resolute, 


strong, and brave from birth. In our mothers’ bosoms, we are all the same. 
But if your life has been a smooth sail, of course it should be congratulated. 


But unfortunately, that is not possible. While you are growing up, you'll suffer from all 
kinds of setbacks. 


The setbacks will bring you many unhappy experiences. Hesitation, misery, and 


helplessness come one after another and keep disturbing you. 


Only when you get beaten do you know pain! Only when you get berated do you know 


humiliation! 


Only when you suffer from these pains and humiliations, do you understand that it is so 


hard to realize your goals. You'll begin to fear and fear all the obstacles in front of you. 


If you run into such difficulties, feel afraid and painful, and unable to sustain anymore, 


then you also should realize that the moment that determines your fate has arrived. 


That’s because fear is not passive. In fact, it is the beginning for a man to become truly 


strong and the starting point for a man to become a hero. 
Those who don’t understand fear don’t know fear and don’t know how to overcome fear. 
Only those who understand fear can bring out the power in them. 
Only those who understand fear have the courage to defeat fear. 


The ones who know the terror of fear to be above it, conquer it, and eventually master it are 


heroes. 


Thus the title of hero doesn’t just belong to those who have made achievements and left 


their names in history. In fact all who understand fear and eventually defeat fear are heroes. 


So even if your life has been an ordinary one, but when you are old and look back, you still 


can be proud of your life. 
At that difficult moment, I have made a brave choice. I am an indisputable hero! 
Those are the ones I consider true heroes, those who fear and then overcome fear. 
The key is that fearful moment. You either choose to overcome it or avoid it. 


That’s what demarks one’s life. One who steps over it is a hero! One who steps back is a 
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coward! 

Yu Qian was not a natural born hero. 

At least in that morning of August 18 of year fourteen of Justly Principled, he would not be 
considered a real hero. 

Although as an official he was honest and although he ranked at third grade and held 
power, all those were not enough to prove that he was a hero. 

He had to show his fear and his power to defeat fear. 

Yu Qian was a willful man. From his upbraiding of Zhu Gao Xu to not yielding to Wang 


Zhen, he had always been strong. There didn’t seem to exist anything in the world that would 
make him fearful. 


But this time was different. As the deputy minister in charge of the Ministry of War, he had 
to face Wala’s army and the deteriorating moral in the city. He could forget his own safety but 
now the burden of saving the country was on his shoulders. He had to be careful. If he made a 


mistake, the result would be unthinkable. 


Yu Qian knew very well, to flee meant the loss of half of the country. Thus they must not 
flee. 


But what if they fought? It was easy to boast with grandiloquent words. But when Wala 
attacked, words would not repel the enemy. If a commander made a mistake, the Great Ming 


Dynasty could be destroyed in an instant. 
To fight or to flee, that was the question. 


Facing such a monumental task and responsibility, who would not be hesitating again and 


again, who would not be fearful! 


Yu Qian was human and he was capable of fearing. But he got his name written in history 


lasting forever because he was able to overcome fear. 
He was not a nature born tough guy. 


From the childhood ambition to the imperial exam in his youth, as well as decades of 
career as a local official, to being summoned back to the capital and appointed the deputy 
minister of war, his life was not a smooth sailing. He had had his rapid rise. He had been 
elbowed and imprisoned. He almost lost his life. But regardless success or failure, everything 


was a training opportunity. 
It was through such trials everyday he became strong and resolute and powerful. 


He was so powerful that he could overcome fear. 
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Kuang Ye’s gaze of hope was still in his sight. At this moment, it was time for him to step 
up to save the country from peril. 

But the emperor who was entrapped in the enemy camp as a hostage, Esen’s well trained 
troops, the panicking people in the city, the fragile Ming army of low morals, and the ones like 
Xu Cheng who thought only about instigating fleeing, all these things were reminding him: 

This is a mess. This is a lost game. 


Sacrificing for the country he forgot himself, 
Pursuing justice he devoted his life, 

Die for righteousness, 

Live not in wretchedness. 


Yu Qian eventually took the step. 


For my country, do or die, I will take charge! 
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“Execute anyone who suggests moving the capital south!” 
That was the way Yu Qian rebuked Xu Cheng. 
Then he continued: 


“The capital is the foundation of the country. If the capital is moved like this, then 
everything is over! Has everyone forgotten Song’s move to the south?” 

His roar shocked and awoke those who were wavering. The number one man in the Court, 
Wang Zhi, the minister of personnel, came out to support Yu Qian. The other triple-crown 
winner of imperial exams in Ming history, one of the key officials of the Jurisprudential Father, 
Shang Lu also stood on his side. Influenced by these men, the hawks finally persuaded Zhu Qi 
Yu to solidify his resolve to fight to the end. 

Because Yu Qian was already the acting minister of war and also the leading man of the 
hawks, Zhu Qi Yu gave the critical job of defending Beijing to Yu Qian. 


That was the country’s highest honor, as well as the most critical task. 


After the court session ended, Yu Qian went out of the hall. Looking at the cloudy sky and 
recalling the tumultuous morning, he couldn’t help feeling the shock and excitement. 


But now Yu Qian didn’t have much time to think about those things. His lean and weak 
body now had taken on the task that would decide the rise or fall of the country. 


In the morning of August 18, he made the most important choice of his life. He also 
completed the most important turn of his life. 


His everlasting legendary story also began on that day. 
August 19. 


Yu Qian had his first military conference. It must be noted that although this deputy 
minister of war was an officer who dealt with military affairs, he had never commanded 


troops. It was a bookman’s fight. 
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Even though, it didn’t mean that a bookman would do bad in fights. Yu Yun Wen of 
Southern Song organized battles as a civilian and eventually defeated Jurchen general Wanyan 
Liang’s army of hundreds of thousands in Caishi. 


Although Yu Qian was a civilian official, he had studied military strategies and was 
proficient in deploying troops in formations. Probably he laid that foundation when he was 
young in reading extracurricular books. 


Thus extracurricular reading materials are must haves. 


But not until Yu Qian truly understood the current situation of the capital, did he realize 
that in front of him was a real mess. 


Put aside those who wanted to flee or surrender, the military losses were staggering. The 
defeat at Fort Tumu almost took away all they had. In the city they couldn’t even find a few 
good horses. Soldiers numbered less than one hundred thousand and most of them were old, 
sick, wounded, or retired. 


Let it be so. But the critical problem was the morale. The best trained troops were called up 
to fight a campaign and then ended up being annihilated. Those who escaped, in order to 
conceal their own inabilities, surely would describe the enemy as exceedingly formidable. 


The less well trained soldiers in the city of course were terrified when they heard the chats 
of their predecessors. In their eyes, Esen and his Mongol cavalry were like alien monsters. 
Everyone had several heads and were deathless regardless how hard one tried to beat them. 


But the most critical problem was that the highest ruler of the empire, the acting emperor 
also was not confident. Zhu Qi Yu was not a timorous man. But facing such a powerful enemy, 
he didn’t have any idea. Although for the moment he agreed to resist, if there was another 
defeat, Zhu Qi Yu very probably could change his mind. 


Thus the most important job for the moment was to stabilize the troops. 


Having listened to the reports from his subordinates, Yu Qian remained quiet. After 
carefully studying the defense deployment, with a low and strong voice he issued his first 
order: 


Immediately, order the following units to come to the capital to defend the city: 


1. The reserve training troops, including the two units in the capital and another one in 
Henan. 


2. The reserve anti-Japanese troops, including the units in Nanjing and Shandong. 
3. Supply troops, including all the supply troops north of the Yangtze River. 
4. The Zhejiang troops (had better fighting ability) commanded by Chen Mao, the Marquis 
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of Ningyang. 
Upon receiving the order, depart immediately and arrive in the capital in time to be 


deployed. Anyone who disobeys the order will be executed! 


The number of troops totaled more than a hundred thousand. We can see that these troops 
were not the main fighting forces. Most of them were reserve or supply and logistic units. 


Where were all the main fighting units? 
They were all buried in Fort Tumu. 


He had to make do with what he had. The best the Three Brigades of the capital and all the 
other main forces around the city had all been destroyed. Very few remained. Even those who 
escaped were already completely terrorized and demoralized. To defend the city, he had to 
rely on these reserve and logistic units. 


Besides soldiers, to defend the city, he also needed another very important thing, food. 


The people in the city numbered many. To feed these people, large quantities of food must 
be stored. 


There was ample supply of food in the city for the time being. But if it was a long siege, 
then that plan would not work. In fact not far from the city in Tongzhou, there was large 
supply of grains. How large was the supply? “Rice stored in millions”. That amount of food 


was enough to feed the people in the capital for a year. It was the largest grain warehouse. 


But officials didn’t seem to want to use the provision. Some even proposed to burn the 


warehouses in Tongzhou. 


That was a strange thing. The provision was there but they didn’t want to use, why burn 
them? 


The brains of the officials weren’t filled with water. It was really because they couldn’t use 


the food, despite they could see it. 


At the time Tongzhou was not part of Beijing. In fact there was quite a distance between 
the city and Tongzhou. Although there were a lot of provisions in Tongzhou’s warehouse, it 
was very difficult to transport them to the city. If civilian labors were used to transport the 
provisions, not only would it require a lot of labor, it was also very dangerous. 


Esen’s cavalry was already showing their swaggers outside of the forts around the city. But 
transporting the food would require a long time. Maybe during the transport, the enemy 
cavalry could already be on the attack. As soon as Esen’s troops broke Bauhinia Pass, 
Tongzhou would be taken in days. Then the provisions would naturally become Esen’s 


provisions. Thus to transport the provisions, troops must be sent out to escort the transport. 
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But given the situation, the troops defending the city weren’t even enough, from where 
could extra men be spared to escort the provisions. 


That was a tough problem. It seemed that other than burning down the provisions, there 
were no better alternatives. 


But Yu Qian solved the problem in a very clever way. 
That was his second order: 


“All the units called-up enter Beijing via Tongzhou. Every man must carry provisions and 


deliver to the city.” 


The problem thus was solved. Tongzhou’s provisions would be carried into the city by the 
more than a hundred thousand soldiers. 


See, that’s the ability. 


One is said capable when he is able to do what others can’t do and come up with ideas 


when others can’t come up. 


Everyone can be foolishly brave. When a problem is presented, a man’s ability decides 
whether it can be properly dealt with or not. 


Yu Qian was a brave man and also a capable man. In dealing with this matter, he wisely 
combined the two problems of moving the troops and transporting the provisions. Not only 
did it not hinder the movement of the troops, it also saved the cost of using civilian labors. At 
the same time, it ensured the safety of the transportation convoys. One solution solved three 


problems. 
One who is able to turn the tide cannot be an ignorant man, he must be a statesman. 


One must be both wise and brave to be a statesman. 


Retribution 


Yu Qian issued his orders. From August 19, all those troops that could be called up in the 
territory of Ming mustered. 


The forces came from Shandong, Henan, Nanjing, and Zhejiang provinces. They marched 
day and night. There was only one goal, to come to the capital as soon as possible. 


This was a race against time. They didn’t know when Esen would come to attack. But they 
knew Esen would sooner or later come. As long they could reach the capital before Esen, they 


had a better chance to win. 


Ming began its first general mobilization since its founding to face a coming powerful 
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enemy. 


Under Yu Qian’s effort and coordination, at the beginning of September, all units arrived. 
The forces in the city reached two hundred twenty thousand. Supply was ample. Morale was 
stabilized. 


Military preparation had begun and proceeded as planned. At the same time, a political 
storm was also coming. 


“Slice Wang Zhen to thousands of pieces!” 


That was voiced from many officials’ hearts. The reason was simple. Wang Zhen was a 
truly base and vile man. Ever since he took power, he took persecuting and framing people as 
a hobby. He would destroy whoever opposed him. Many officials were sent to prison for just 
having said some words against him. He also actively solicited bribes. Those who didn’t bribe 
him could not expect a favorable end. In such conducts he regarded all the court officials as 


nothing. 


In addition he also conspired with Guards in Brocade and changed this agency of special 
agents into an agency for him to persecute others. Numerous officials had suffered pains 
inflicted by him. 


More importantly, it was Wang Zhen’s stupidity and fecklessness that resulted in the 
defeat at Fort Tumu. Elites of the Court and years of wealth accumulated were lost in the 
hands of a base man. Just twenty years ago, Ming was invincible across the world. The ensuing 
reigns of Benevolence and Promoting Virtue put the nation at peace. Such a mighty empire 
now was lost in the hands of a wretched eunuch. Who would want to swallow that! 


Of course in the hearts of the aristocrats, there was another reason for them to hate Wang 


Zhen. But it was inconvenient for them to disclose the reason. 


If the aristocrats didn’t want to say it, then I’ll say it for them. The reason hidden in their 


hearts was the way he rose. 


The aristocrats studied hard for years. They had to go through dozens of exams, including 
three main exams (some had only two). Only after numerous talented colleagues were 
eliminated through the tests, were they able to don a black silk hat and had an official seal in 
their hands. Not only that, even if you passed the exams, it didn’t mean you would have a 
bright future. Those fortunate enough could get an appointment as an academician. Those 
unlucky ones wouldn’t even be able to get a censor’s job. Those unlucky ones were sent to the 
low levels as grade seven or eight minor officials. After decades advancing through the ranks, 


one would have to thank Heaven if he could retire as a third grade official. 


It was really tough. 
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But Wang Zhen, a wretched eunuch, could manage to take power in an instant and 
command the country, despite that his scholarship was limited (an unsuccessful teacher), he 
was incompetent (Fort Tumu was a proof), had physical disability (professional requirement), 
and was immoral (corruption)! 

“The wretched eunuch, why you!” 

In all fairness, there was a good reason for the aristocrats to be angry. They labored day 
and night in handling government affairs. They were well learned and very experienced. But 
they had to listen to the orders of this eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites and witness he did 
what he did. Those would make anyone unbearable. 

The stupid eunuch not only brought calamity to the Court, but also brought the country to 
the verge of collapse. Fear was rampant. Hundreds of thousands of troops and officials died 
because of him. The matter was already at a point that no one could tolerate any longer. 

It was time for retribution! 

But now Yu Qian didn’t seem have time to care about this. He had too many things to 
mind. On August 21, Yu Qian officially succeeded Kuang Ye’s position and became the 
minister of war to formally take the power. 

There was no happiness in Yu Qian’s promotion to the minister of war. If Esen attacked, 
even how long he could remain at the position would be a question. The most important work 
was to resolve the many issues at hand and ensure the safety of the city and the country. Now 
Yu Qian had become the de facto ruler of the government. 

But the busy Sir Yu Qian didn’t realize that he was sitting atop of a volcano, a live volcano. 

On August 23, the volcano erupted. 

In the early morning, as usual, officials came to the Court to discuss state affairs. But no 
one expected that the worst court brawl in Ming history of two hundred seventy six years was 
about to begin. 


This was also the most chaotic day in the Court in the entire Ming. 


The court session was chaired by Zhu Qi Yu. He began by asking the officials if there was 
anything to report. 


As soon as he finished, a man stepped out and spoke in a loud voice: “I have a report!” 

The fuse was thus lit. 

The man who submitted the report was Chen Yi. 

Chen Yi, from Suzhou, was the right censor general of the Censorial Coucil. He was an 


honest official and hated Wang Zhen. This defeat made him extremely sad and angry. Thus he 
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was determined to completely eliminate Wang Zhen’s men. 


He said harshly: “Wang Zhen brought calamity to the country and the people. He 
committed multiple crimes. He caused the emperor being imprisoned in the enemy camp. 
With such evil doings, it wouldn’t be enough to ease people’s anger if he was not punished by 


{7 


executing his whole family 
His tone was so harsh that Zhu Qi Yu, sitting up there, was startled. 
But the more Chen Yi said the angrier and more excited he felt. When he thought about 


those innocent victims of his colleagues and the people, he burst into a loud cry. 

One stone stirred up thousands of ripples in the pond. Chen Yi's crying incited the officials’ 
rage. Disregarding the court etiquette, they began to censure Wang Zhen. 

All of a sudden, chaos erupted in the hall of the Court. Sounds of speeches, scolding, and 


crying echoed throughout the hall. The noise was like a farmer’s market. 


Zhu Qi Yu was new to the throne and was not an emperor yet. He was just acting with the 
power. Upon seeing this, he was frightened. The officials’ shouts below sounded like volleys 
of gun fires with curses and cries mixed in. He couldn’t hear anything. The wretched Zhu Qi 
Yu didn’t have the time to respond. 


Suddenly, the boisterous hall became quiet. Officials were all looking at him in dreadful 
stares. Those who wanted censure had finished speaking and were waiting for his decision. 
Essentially there was only one basic idea: 


“Execute all of his men and kill all his family!” 


That was a grave matter, how could he make that decision? The timorous Zhu Qi Yu 
deliberated for some time and still couldn’t dare to decide. Then he issued an order: 


“You all go back for now and wait for my order. We’ll talk about this matter later.” 


The ensuing events proved that this was not just an imperial decree, it was also a powder 
keg, a powder keg with enhanced explosive power. 


Talk about it later? When? What will happen when we talk about it again? Talk about it 
again after talking about it? 


Whom are you trying to fool? 


These experienced court officials wouldn’t be easily dispatched off by these words. They 
knew that if they missed this opportunity today. The matter would be forever dead. Although 
Wang Zhen was dead, his men would continue to manipulate the government. The ones who 
spoke today would be in trouble and the country would meet its demise. 


For the country and ourselves, we will fight with all we have! If we have to die, we'll die 
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today and die here! 
The order had been issued for many times but officials wouldn’t go. 


Officials seemed to have reached a consensus, no one moved. All they were doing was 


cursing and crying incessantly and staring at Zhu Qi Yu, who was sitting above. 


Zhu Qi Yu was really scared. His face was ashen. Next to him, Jin Ying, a eunuch 
delivering orders, also was wiping the sweat on his face. He had never seen a scene like this. It 
was terrifying. 

Zhu Qi Yu began to realize that if he couldn’t settle the matter today, he wouldn’t be able 
to get out of here. 


The silence from the man in power infuriated the officials. Wang Zhen’s perverse behavior 
and abuses of the imperial power to bully others once again emerged in their minds. In the 
battle of Fort Tumu, many of these officials had their relatives and colleagues killed in the 
battle. Hatreds of old and new were brewing. If such a man of the most atrocious crimes was 
not punished, where was justice! 


Just when the excitement of the officials about to reach its peak, a man without the proper 


sense appeared. 


Ma Shun, the commander of Guards in Brocade, had always been a diehard confidante of 
Wang Zhen’s. He assisted him in carrying out many bad deeds. Editorial Writer Academician 
Liu Qiu was killed under his order. The matter was known by everyone. But because they 
were too powerful, no one dared to challenge him. 


Now this Ma Shun brought himself out. Thinking he had the emperor’s order, he dared to 
reprimand the officials and ordered them to immediately go out. 


Ma Shun’s action can be described in two words: 
Soliciting death. 


Just like that, the most exhilarating and violent scene in the history of the Ming court, 
which was lit by Chen Yi, with explosives added by Zhu Qi Yu, and then ignited by Ma Shun, 
and the three cooperated perfectly in unison, was about to be performed. 


Angers among the officials had reached a crescendo. Sounds of cries and cursing became 
louder and louder. Now Wang Zhen’s man Ma Shun jumped out and showed his might. 
Usually, they should become even angrier. But now the angry men were in a short moment of 
silence. 


A terrible silence. 


This kind of angry was the acme of anger. 
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Die in silence, or erupt in silence! 


Years of humiliation, much sadness, baseless bullying and insults, and loved ones and 
friends were either dead in battle or became prisoners. Now they were where they were and 
he was still swaggering. 


Enough, more than enough. 
No more suppressing our anger, no more enduring of shameless bullying! 


Action! 


Brawl 

Ma Shun was still riding high and reproaching the officials. That was what he usually did. 
To him, today was no different. 

All of a sudden, a man rushed out of the rows of officials toward him! Before he could 
recover his senses, his hair had been tightly gripped and his face received several heavy blows. 

It finally began. 

The first one acted was Wang Hong, a palace emissary from the Ministry of Revenue and 
Population. 


Wang Hong was an imperial censor. His day job was to monitor and censure. The man had 
a short temper and an unyielding personality. He had always been indignant of Wang Zhen’s 
and his men. The current state of the country also made him very sad. He hated Wang Zhen’s 
men even more. He now saw that even Wang Zhen was dead, Ma Shun was still so arrogant. 
He could no longer repress his rage. 


Stop talking, let’s do it for real! 
Ma Shun, see how I’m going to beat you to death! 
He rushed up and grabbed Ma Shun’s hair. First he smashed his court tablet on Ma Shun’s 


head and face. Rage overcame his senses. Later he did away with his weapon and fought only 
with his bare hands. Displaying his home-grown free-style martial arts, a routine was 
performed with absolute perfection and proficiency. Without letting up, his fists dropped on 
Ma Shun’s body like a torrential rain, cursing as he did the beating: 

“Look at what day it is and still you are so arrogant!” 

He became angrier as he was beating. His emotion ran over the top. He even did something 


unthinkable. 
Wang Hong felt the beating wasn’t enough to relive his rage. He dropped his fists and feet 
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and then grabbed Ma Shun. With his mouth he bit off a chunk of flesh from the man’s face! 
Madness, total madness. 


Now let’s do a technical analysis of Wang Hong’s series of actions in the brawl. He first 
grabbed Ma Shun’s hair. The tactic of grabbing someone’s hair should be considered routine. 
Using that tactic to open the fight indicates that he indeed had some experience in brawling. 


But considering that he was a civilian official, whose day job was to write memorials, thus 
we don’t consider the possibility that he was a martial art expert. It’s highly probable that he 
used a free-style technique. Based on his biting action, he was indeed enraged to the max. Ina 
fight involving men, this tactic would be scorned. Thus unless all other means were exhausted, 


this technique wouldn’t be employed. 
His anger reached its peak. 


Now Ma Shun, lying on the floor, was in an excruciating pain. He was also scared to death. 
He never thought that there could be men starting a brawl in the imperial court and before the 
emperor. The usual submissive and polite officials suddenly became ferocious wolves. 


Ma Shun was already extremely miserable. But more misery was still to come. 


Wang Hong’s action also stunned the officials standing there. But in just a very short 
moment, they realized what had happened. The matter was already in this state and Wang 
Zhen’s men still dared to bully them. That was just unbearable! 


Eye for eye, blood for blood, if it’s time for action, act! 


Thus after Wang Hong started, officials all at once rushed forward. A few quicker ones got 
on first. They threw their fists and feet at Ma Shun and gave him a sound beating. Very 
quickly Ma Shun was surrounded. Innumerable number of fists and feet fell on his body. In an 
instant, wounds and bruises covered his whole body. 


Those who were quick got a few punches on him. Those slower weren’t so lucky. Layers of 
men surrounded him. The ones who came late had to pull up their official gowns and lift their 
big feet to stump on Ma Shun, who was surrounded and lying on the floor breathing his last 
breath. 


Thus the usually polite and amicable book worms, who were hard at study, changed their 
cultured behaviors. Regardless if one had been in a brawl, was an academician or court clerk, 
age, and rank, he bared his arms and joined the fight. 


It needs to be noted that the official gowns in Ming were not the special purpose attire for 
brawling. To show the official rank, their gowns were loose. Sometimes they had to lift the 
laps when they walked to avoid trampling and fall. In addition, their graces also wore black 
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silk hats when then appeared in the Court. In such kind of attire, how could one fight? 


Never mind about those things, their graces could no longer suppress their anger. They 
tossed their hats, rolled up their gowns and rushed forward to beat Ma Shun. Several 
individuals became so excited that they rolled up their sleeves and fought with their bare arms. 


The usually arrogant Ma Shun now could only afford to beg. But no one cared. Everyone 
remembered that he was Wang Zhen’s henchman. He had hounded Liu Qiu to his death and 
hounded many other men who were put in the Prison by Decree to death. 


He deserved his punishment. 


In a short moment, officials stopped the beating because Ma Shun had already been beaten 
to death. 


But the matter couldn’t be over just like that. These men, who were in the height of 
excitement, all looked at Zhu Qi Yu, who was sitting up there. 


Zhu Qi Yu was stupefied. 


He saw that Wang Hong dashing out, Wang Hong grabbing Ma Shun’s hair, and Wang 
Hong bit Ma Shun with his mouth. Then he saw the officials also got on and surrounded Ma 
Shun to beat him with their fists and feet. 


Finally, he saw Ma Shun being beaten to death before his eyes. 


All these acts were beyond his comprehension. Those educated and cultured officials 
suddenly became wild beasts. In an imperial court, the emperor was the ultimate authority 


and officials had to obey and kept quiet. That was the ideal court. 


But now, the floor was strewn with hats, gowns, and belts. A bunch of nearly mad men 
were in a melee. Eunuchs hid themselves and shivered. There were the sounds of wailing and 
cursing, as well as the dull and dreadful sound of fists punching human flesh. 


What even more incomprehensible to him was that not only those young officials joined 
the fray, fought with their fists and feet, even some quinquagenarians and _ sexagenarians 
managed to pull up their belts and walked in their shaky steps over to put their feet on Ma 
Shun’s body. Among them there were a few senior ministers and deputy ministers. 


Is this an illusion? 


This can’t be real. This is an imperial court, a place where the emperor and his officials 
discussing state affairs. It’s the heart of Ming. But now, this place has become a brawling arena, 
a hell. 


If it’s a nightmare, then wake up quickly! 


But reality reminded him that this was not a dream, for those officials who just beat Ma 
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Shun to death had already locked their target on him. Their red eyes stared at him. Among 
them, was Wang Hong, whose lips were stained with human blood. 


What happened next was even more beyond Zhu Qi Yu’s imagination. Officials had 
forgotten their status. They pointed their fingers at him and demanded him to deliver Wang 


Zhen’s remaining men! 


Rebellion, they wanted a rebellion! Subordinate officials dared to coerce the (acting) 


emperor! 


But at this soul-stirring moment, it was impossible for Zhu Qi Yu to think about the 
decorum. He was frightened and shivering. Facing the officials’ interrogation, he couldn’t even 


utter a word. 


Now Jin Ying, the eunuch in service of the emperor, saw the situation was dangerous. If it 
continued that way, even Zhu Qi Yu could be in danger. He immediately sent men to look for 
Mao Gui and Wang Chang Sui. 


Mao Gui and Wang Chang Sui were Wang Zhen’s men. Jin Ying didn’t have a good motive 
when he looked for them now. 


When the two were dragged to Jin Ying, both were still confused. Jin Ying didn’t waste 
words with them and kicked them into the big hall. 


At the moment the officials were still urging Zhu Qi Yu. Suddenly these two men emerged 
in front of them. Running into fat lambs, they were like tigers, who had not eaten for three 


days. They lunged forward. 
Mao Gui and Wang Chang Sui were in a delirium. They got kicked in their butts and 


entered the Court. Before they knew what was going on, they saw a group of sinister looking 
men in rags lunging toward them. Then they were submerged in a sea of fists and feet 
dropping like rain on them. 


Very soon, the two were beaten to death. 


Now three corpses lied in the hall, blood was everywhere. Officials were hysteric and out 
of control. They ran everywhere in the Court. Many more were still asking for men from Zhu 
Qi Yu. 

Some Officials felt that was still not enough to relieve their anger. They hung the bodies of 
the three outside of the East Gate of Peace in public. People and soldiers in the city were also 
fed up with Wang Zhen and they came up to beat the dead bodies. 


In the Court it was more boisterous. Given that Zhu Qi Yu didn’t issue the order to arrest 
Wang Zhen’s family and his henchmen, they went ahead by doing that themselves. 
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Officials went to arrest Wang Zhen’s nephew Wang Shan on their own initiative. The dude 
who came to his uncle in search of wealth and glory finally understood a truth: 


If there is gain, there must be loss. 

He got his seven years of rich and glory and paid with his life. 

Officials were still in chaos. They beat to death Ma Shun, Mao Gui, and Wang Chang Sui. 
What should they do next? Did they have to beat all of Wang Zhen’s men to death? 

Officials were still in a great rage. They cursed Wang Zhen. 

There were also some who didn’t know what lied ahead. Would they be retaliated for 
killing the three? They sat on the ground stunned. 

Many more were in front of Zhu Qi Yu and demanded men from him and asked him to 
issue the order. 

Officials’ actions certainly made them feel good, but they didn’t realize that danger was 
nearing them. 

They omitted an important issue, Ma Shun’s status. 

Mao Gui and Wang Chang Sui were just eunuchs. But Ma Shun was the commander of 


Guards in Brocade. As we have said before, Guards in Brocade was not just an agency of 
special agents, it also was responsible for the emperor’s safety. 


The officials didn’t realize a strange phenomenon. When they were beating their 
commander to death, why didn’t the guards react? 


That was because there was another man at the scene, Zhu Qi Yu. 


Zhu Qi Yu was the regent. If he didn’t issue the order, the guards wouldn’t dare to act on 
their own. But if he closed the court session without a word, the safety of the officials would be 
uncertain. The situation was in disorder and there were many Wang Zhen’s colleagues among 
the guards (Wang Shan was the deputy commander). If the beating of Ma Shun was a 
spontaneous act, then it would be hard to ensure that no one would be like Wang Hong from 
the guards coming out, commanded by a Wang Zhen’s man to beat to death a few officials. 
That could also be explained as a spontaneous action. 


That was exactly what Zhu Qi Yu wanted to do. He recovered from the initial shock and 
understood what had happened. Seeing these mad officials and the bloody scene, he was 
frightened. 


Zhu Qi Yu chose to flee. He wanted to flee to the palace. 
This was a critical moment. If Zhu Qi Yu really left, then the Guards in Brocade and Wang 
Zhen’s men would probably take action. Although Ma Shun’s ability was not that good, it 
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would be easy for his men to deal with these civilian officials. 


But the officials didn’t seem to realize this problem. They continued to cry and curse and 
demanded Zhu Qi Yu to charge Wang Zhen with crimes. 


Only one man remained calm. He realized the coming danger. 

This man was Yu Qian. 

Yu Qian was a man with a clear mind. He didn’t participate in the brawl. Although he also 
hated Ma Shun, he wouldn’t use that method. In the whole episode, he was only a bystander 
and thinker. 


He knew very well that given men were already dead, to truly resolve the problem, it 
required an order from Zhu Qi Yu. But the regent was so frightened that he was in a trance. 
Now he even wanted to flee. If the remainder of Wang Zhen’s men seized the opportunity and 
charged the officials who participated the beating with murder (indeed, Ma Shun was 
innocent), then it would mean a grave trouble. 


Seeing that Zhu Qi Yu was about to flee, Yu Qian was very worried. Although this was an 
extremely crucial moment, the people around still didn’t have a clear idea and noises were 
everywhere. 


Don’t be bothered with so many concerns! 
Yu Qian immediately ran toward Zhu Qi Yu. He wanted to stop this man. 


But the people were crowed in front of him. Yu Qian had to use force to push away the 
crowd. 


It was a painful process. Amid the shuffling, Yu Qian’s clothe was torn. But he eventually 
managed to stop Zhu Qi Yu before he fled. 


In his stentorian voice, Yu Qian said: “Your Highness (at the moment he was not an 
emperor), Ma Shun was Wang Zhen’s man. His crimes are punishable by death. Your 
Highness, please declare that all officials (basically everyone acted) are not guilty!” 


The loud voice finally awoke Zhu Qi Yu. He understood that if he didn’t give a clear 
answer, the situation wouldn’t be stabilized. Thus he issued his order according to Yu Qian’s 
words. 


Officials also had their senses restored. Given that Ma Shun and others were already 
declared guilty, then that meant that they would be safe. 


Settled with his emotions, Zhu Qi Yu recovered. He then ordered to send Wang Zhen’s 
nephew Wang Shan to the execution ground and get him executed by slicing. 


Officials were ecstatic. The incident on August 23 thus ended. 
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Three men were beaten to death in the Court and officials all of a sudden became fighters 
from bookworms. Old and young joined the fray and once for all vented their anger. They 
converted the Court into a slaughter house and brought disorder and utter confusion to it. 
Blood was strewn everywhere. Zhu Qi Yu, who was acting as an emperor was also soundly 


threatened and disgraced. 


Officials got beaten to death, the acting emperor was threatened and coerced and it took 
place at the time when the Court was in session. There was no other instance of this kind of 
tumultuous scene in the history of Ming. 


Officials felt like they had been in another world when they walked out of the hall after 
recovering, having their clothes arranged, and their wounds tended (most were wounds from 
mistakes). 


It was a truly maddening experience. 


But one thing officials were very clear about. After Ma Shun was killed, the guards were 
sharpening their knives. If it was not Yu Qian at that crucial moment stepping forward and 
stopping Zhu Qi Yu to get their actions legitimized, it would be unknown whether they could 
walk out of the hall alive. 


Thanks to Yu Qian. 


When Yu Qian walked out of the left side door, everyone looked at him with admiration. If 
they had any doubt about the man who shouted to them just five days ago, now they had a 


new common understanding: 
This man would be able to prop up the declining situation and turn the tide. 


Wang Zhi, the minister of personnel, was also very emotional. He held Yu Qian’s hands 
and said to him: “The country depends on you. In today’s situation, if the country had one 
hundred Wang Zhis, they wouldn’t be able to handle it.” 


Wang Zhen’s crimes were completely exposed and examined. His properties were 
confiscated. His whole family was executed without anyone left. Among them, Mr. Wang 
Shan’s death was the cruelest. He died after being cut over a thousand times. That’s because 
the officials made the proposal, that given that Wang Zhen was already dead, someone else 
would have to be in his place to be executed. Without that things could not be clarified (so 


much bitterness). 


Thus Wang Shan, who had come to Wang Zhen from a thousand lis away, stood in his 
place in his execution. Seven years of rich and wealth bought a death by slicing. It was really a 
losing business. 


In reality, on legal basis, Wang Shan and Ma Shun weren’t guilty of any obvious crimes. 
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There killings were groundless. On legal terms, the actions by the officials would be 
considered death from intentional injury. Those were absolutely not self-defense. 


But everyone present knew that these men were all men who had committed heinous 
crimes. It was because of them that the government became weak, the country was in disorder, 
and hundreds of thousands of soldiers lost their lives. Thus in my view, when they acted out 
of righteous outrage and killed these Wang Zhen’s men, they had realized justice. 


True justice existed in people’s hearts. 


The last trouble 


Troops arrived, provisions were ample, and Wang Zhen’s remaining men were eradicated. 
By Yu Qian’s efforts, many tough issues were resolved. 


But there was still one more issue and it was also the biggest issue: 
The emperor was still in enemy’s hands. 


Obviously, Esen used Zhu Qi Zhen as a credit card and Ming as an ATM. As long as he still 
had the man, he would continue to swipe the gold card without a spending limit, until the 
bank goes out of business. 


That couldn’t be continued, there must be a solution. 


Yu Qian clearly knew what made Zhu Qi Zhen Esen’s trump card was not because he was 
Zhu Qi Zhen, but because he was the emperor. 


Zhu Qi Zhen wouldn't be sold for much by pound. But the title of emperor was heavier 


than a mountain. 
In fact the solution would be very simple, choose another emperor. 


The title of emperor didn’t belong only to you Zhu Qi Zhen, but rather Ming. The title 
could be bestowed on you, but it could also be bestowed on someone else. 


In other words, whether Zhu Qi Zhen is an emperor or not is not decided by Zhu Qi Zhen, 
it is also not decided by Esen, but us. If we say the emperor in your hand is a fake, then it must 
be a fake. 


If it’s not a fake product, then it must be a product passed expiration date. 


The only authority that certifies emperorship is here. You want to have a steady salaried 
income? Esen, wake up from your dreams! 


The strategy was decided. Then whom to select? 


The first one considered was Zhu Qi Zhen’s son Zhu Jian Shen. But the dude was only 
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three. Not to mention handling the government affairs, he couldn’t even talk fluently and was 
illiterate. To make him an emperor was equivalent to getting everyone lost. 


The only possible candidate was Zhu Qi Yu. 
Thus officials submitted their proposals and asked to select Zhu Qi Yu as the emperor. 


The empress dowager didn’t have much opinion. After all, Zhu Qi Yu would still be 


considered her son (not born by her). She agreed immediately. 
But surprisingly, Zhu Qi Yu declined. He said he didn’t want the job. 


We have seen many of this kind of tactics. But unlike before, we are certain that Mr. Zhu Qi 


Yu was really not feigning his desire. He truly didn’t want to be an emperor. 
It was too dangerous. 


Being an emperor, one had to command an expedition. The march was arduous. If he was 


unlucky he could also be taken prisoner and couldn’t be home for several years. 


Not only that, what took place on August 23" was still lingering in his mind. The men 
under him wouldn’t obey him and also seemed to be very interested in fighting. If someday 
that happened again, the one who got beaten could be him. 


In addition, the enemy force could be upon them at any moment. If the capital was lost, his 
job as an emperor would also not last for long. But he had to bear the responsibility for 
bringing the country to its demise. 


Safety first, safety first, having the job of emperor, one doesn’t have to have it. 
But the matter was already out of his control. 
He has to do it! 


Yu Qian wouldn’t allow him to not to be an emperor. Given where the country was, there 


must be an emperor. Whether you Zhu Qi Yu want it or not, you have to do it! 
Yu Qian also had ample reasons: “I am thinking about the country, not for ourselves.” 
The facts later proved that he was telling the truth. 
Thus, urged and insisted by Yu Qian and other officials, Zhu Qi Yu finally “volunteered” 


to become the emperor. 
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Belief 


On September 6 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), Zhu Qi Yu officially 
acceded to the throne as the emperor of Ming. The title of the reign year chosen was 
Magnificently Tranquil. The next year would be year one of Magnificently Tranquil. 


Thus Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen’s position as an emperor was voided on that day. He became the 
Honorary Supreme Emperor. From then on if there was any conflict between the new and old 


emperor, the new emperor took precedence. 


Zhu Qi Yu, sitting in the emperor’s throne, was probably not at ease. He now understood 
that an emperor wasn’t one who could do what he pleased. If one was asked to do something, 
one had to do it. It wouldn’t do if one didn’t want to do it. 


He had to handle state affairs. He also had to take risks and be responsible for the Empire 
of Great Ming. There were matters of all sorts lying in front of him. He could neither loaf on 
his job, nor procrastinate. Even if he did a lot of things, but if he goofed up on one thing, all of 
his previous achievements would be annulled and he would leave a bad name in history. 


It was not a job for an ordinary man. 


Because Mr. Zhu Qi Yu had once declined to be an emperor, he probably recognized these. 
But at the same time, he also omitted on thing, the charm of the throne. 
If being an emperor was a bad job, why from ancient time to now, there had been so many 


people risking their lives to compete for this job? 


Although being an emperor meant hard work, it was also a job with the most sense of 
accomplishment and authority. Heaven is the first and I am the second. I rule the world, who 


dares to disobey me! 


Reality shows that imperial power was something that made people addicted to it. The 
addiction was also great. Once one tasted it, he easily develops a dependency on it. There is 


also no cure. It’s as easy as to breathe. 


The only cure is death. 
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Zhu Qi Yu, like his brother, was also an amiable person. The brothers grew up together and 
had a good relationship. If there were no unexpected incidents, Zhu Qi Zhen would be always 
his emperor brother and Zhu Qi Yu would be content being a little brother guardian prince. 
On holidays and New Years the little brother would come to greet his big brother and 
exchange pleasantries. 


But the chance of history put the two brothers at a crossroad. 


Zhu Qi Yu acceded to the throne with an uncertain mind and had a first taste of imperial 


power. 
Miracle didn’t take place. Without exception, he joined those who got addicted. 


From now on, anyone who touched his authority would be his enemy. Zhu Qi Zhen was 


no exception. 


Regardless what kind of a man Zhu Qi Yu would become in the future, at least for now, Yu 
Qian finally had the toughest issue resolved. He could put all of his energy into the defense of 
Beijing. By his efforts, people in the city started to calm down. The quality and equipment of 
the troops also improved significantly. 


Now, officials, people, and soldiers in the city all had the courage and resolve to resist the 
powerful enemy. They began to believe that the oncoming enemy was not invincible. 
Achieving the victory in this war was no longer just an imagination anymore. 


The confidence and courage came from Yu Qian, the man stood behind them. 


From a heap of sand to becoming united to fight, Yu Qian’s reputation reached to the top. 
Everyone was convinced that the minister of war would be able to lead them to defeat any 


enemy. 
With Yu Qian there, victory is guaranteed! 


From August to September, Yu Qian worked busily. From large issues like food storage 
and troop training to small ones like public security in the city and city wall repair, all of the 
problems had to be handled by him. In the time of this month, he had neither a day of rest, nor 
holiday. Because he understood he was racing against time. The more time he could muster 
and get more things done, the better chance of victory. 


In late September, the defense deployment around the city was basically finished. All 
mountain passes, fortresses and forts had men deployed to defend. Those transferred troops 
had been rigorously trained and acquired the capability to fight against Esen’s elite troops. 
Soldiers geared up and were eager to fight. They waited for Esen’s arrival. 


The scenes of panic and depressed morale were all gone. Courage returned to the hearts of 
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the soldiers in the city. They were ready for everything. They had weapons in their hands and 
waited for the arrival of Esen and waited to avenge for the people who died at Fort Tumu. 


Esen, come, we’re waiting for you! 


Probe 


Esen had troubles recently. 


In recent days, he often went to his Boyan Temur, his brother’s, tent. Certainly he didn’t go 
to see his brother. Rather, he went to see that hostage Zhu Qi Zhen. 


Every time he saw Zhu Qi Zhen, Esen would realize he was a treasure of inestimable value. 


With this man, he would be able to take treasures from Ming’s rich treasury. Because this 
man was the emperor of Ming, to get him back, Ming would pay with all of her treasures. But 
he would not return Zhu Qi Zhen to Ming. 


With such a valuable food stamp at hand, why cash it right away, would it be better to 
make one deposit and small withdraws? If money is to run out, just ask them. They have to 


give. No more worry about money from now on. 


Thus he often inspected the man named Zhu Qi Zhen. Every inspection made him very 
happy, for he knew that he was inspecting his own treasure. In his eyes, Zhu Qi Zhen was not 
a human being, but rather a heap of shining gold and silver. 


Take money regularly. Men were ready to go into action on his call. No more worries about 
clothing and food. 


That was Esen’s happy life in his dreams. 
Of course it was only life in dreams. 


The initial life was sweet. He told the hostage’s family and got the ransom. Soon, large 
quantities of treasures were delivered to him. He happily accepted and his response was 
certainly not to release the hostage, bur kept asking for more. 


To him, the emperor was in his hands and they would have to obsequiously obey him and 
move everything from the Ming treasury to his place. 


But what happened next surprised him greatly. 


Many demands for ransom had been delivered but no one came. Not to mention treasure, 
there wasn’t even a copper coin received. 


One day, two days, three days, just like that, Esen waited under a tree. But that rabbit that 
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ran into the tree would never come”. 


Slowly, Esen became restive. He almost wanted to bring Zhu Qi Zhen to the front and 


shout: “Your emperor is here, come with money to ransom him!” 

Day by day time passed. Esen’s patience was at its limit. Is it possible that they are willing 
to give up their emperor? 

Soon the news came. Ming had chosen another emperor. The one in his hands had expired. 
The so-called emperor Zhu Qi Zhen now had a new title, Honorary Supreme Emperor. 


Expired? Useless? 


Esen probably didn’t understand what kind of a position was the so-called Honorary 
Supreme Emperor. But based on Ming’s attitude, he knew very well that Zhu Qi Zhen had 
become a thing of no use. His life was also not an important matter anymore. If he was kept, 
he’d be wasting food. If he killed him, probably Ming was even happier than him. 


Do you want to kill Zhu Qi Zhen? Good. It spares us some trouble. Let’s do it. Thank you 
for your work. Do it now, we are all looking forward to this day! 


Although that was an exaggeration, the situation at the time was really like that. 


Trash recycling 


In fact at the same time when Esen was asking for ransom from Ming, he also attempted to 
use Zhu Qi Zhen to fool someone to open the city gate. It worked like this: 


Bring the troops to the city but don’t start the attack. First, ask the commander to appear 
atop of the city wall for a talk. Then bring Zhu Qi Zhen out to show to the men in the city and 
deliver the emperor’s order to open the gate. 


Esen’s plan was to take the city without a battle. If he had the emperor in his hands, why 


not put him into some use. 
That was a very vicious trick. 


We know that the commanders at the front had dealt with Esen for many times. They 
certainly would not just surrender. But now the Emperor His Majesty was issuing his order in 
front of the gate. Should he obey or not? Of course opening the gate was not an option. But if 
Zhu Qi Zhen’s request was not honored, then what would happen later would be hard to say. 
If it happened that the prisoner dude would come back to continue to be an emperor, would 


* As noted before, this is a reference to a well-known Chinese proverb, waiting for a rabbit by a tree, which was based on a 
fictional folklore, which says that once there was man who saw a rabbit ran into a tree and smashed its head and dead. The 
man was happy for getting a rabbit without having to hunt for one. So he waited under the tree, hoping that another rabbit 
would come. 
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one be guilty of being disrespectful to the emperor? 


Taking advantage of this mindset, Esen would often bring Zhu Qi Zhen all over the places 


to ask for opening the gates, in the attempt to create a pass. 


But we also need to clarify that this idea was not Esen’s, but rather the idea of that eunuch 
named Xi Ning. Although Esen was very cunning in the battlefield, he still preferred to using 
force to resolve issues. He was not good at kind of intrigues like this one. Having Xi Ning 
filled that void. 


That was also an old tradition. Regardless of the dynasty, Chinese betrayers were never 
rare species. 


Esen liked Xi Ning’s idea very much. Thus he tried to use this trick on the two targets that 
he had been looking at for a long time. 


The two targets were Xuanfu and Datong. 


One paying attention to details may have already seen that in our previous descriptions 
there may be one thing not logical: Esen had defeated two hundred thousand Ming troops at 
Fort Tumu. That victory completely destroyed the core of the Ming army. That probably was 
the best opportunity to attack because Ming wouldn’t be able to find a large army in a short 
time to resist Esen. 


But strangely, Esen didn’t continue his attack. Rather he packed up and went home. 
Why was that? 
The reason was actually very simple. Although the core of the Ming army was defeated, 


the gates to the capital were always closed. Those gates were Xuanfu and Datong. As long as 
these two places were held, the outer defenses of the capital were safe. 


Were there many troops in Xuanfu and Datong? 


No, there weren’t many troops at these two places. But Esen chose not to continue his 
attack on the heels of victory. One reason was he didn’t have many troops. In addition, the two 
places had very strong fortifications and not easy to attack. More importantly, at these two 
places each was garrisoned by a tough commander. 


These were two men even Esen was somewhat afraid of. They were Guo Deng and Yang 
Hong. 


First, Datong’s Commander Guo Deng 


Guo Deng was brave, smart, careful, and prudent. He was also of high birth. His ancestor 
was Guo Ying, the famous Marquis of Wuding. Continuing his ancestor’s tradition, he kept 
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doing his job as a military general. Reality showed that he was indeed not an ordinary man. 
The Datong under his garrison was an obstacle that Esen couldn’t overcome. 


Actually, at the time of the event at Fort Tumu, Guo Deng was not the garrison commander. 
He attracted the attention and got the top job at Datong by his performance. 


At the defeat of Fort Tumu, Datong was also under a great threat. The situation at the time 
was very complicated. In the city soldiers panicked and people were afraid. Esen’s forces also 
launched small scale attacks and everyone thought Datong couldn’t be held for long. Garrison 
Commander Liu An wasn’t capable enough to handle the defense and calm the troops. 


Now Guo Deng stepped up. He was with his soldiers to prepare for the defense. He visited 
the wounded soldiers and encouraged them to keep fighting. But the morale of the soldiers 
was really low. Guo Deng’s actions didn’t win much trust. On the contrary they stirred up 
some gossips. Many thought men like Guo Deng, who had good connections, would still be 
able to continue to occupy offices even if Esen took Datong and soldiers gave their lives. 


These gossips also reached Guo Deng’s ears. 


Soon after, one day Guo Deng mustered his soldiers and looked at them sternly, then he 
drew out his sword and swore: 


1” 


“Be assured everyone, I'll live or die with the city. If I have to die, I’ll die with you together 


Encouraged by Guo Deng’s bravery, soldiers united and were able to endure through the 
most difficult time. 


Later Guo Deng was officially named as Datong’s garrison commander and guarded the 
most important gate of Ming. 


Second, Xuanfu’s defender Yang Hong 


Yang Hong was said being the number one scholar general of the Justly Principled era. He 
was calm, self-possessed, and full of exquisite ideas. He was very cunning in battle and killed 
at using feigned attacks. Often he was able to use small number of troops to irritate Esen’s 
army. In addition, he was also good at defending cities. He easily repelled many of Esen’s 
attacks. In the end, when Esen heard Yang Hong’s name, he had headaches and avoided to 
fight Yang Hong as much as possible. 


Now Esen finally found an ideal weapon to subdue the two generals. He was convinced 
that as soon as Zhu Qi Zhen sounded a shout, the two cities would be his without a single 
drop of blood. 


Of course, that was only how Esen thought. 
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On August 21%, with Zhu Qi Zhen coerced, Esen began his “gate crashing” plan. 


The first place that Esen went to was Xuanfu, which was also a place that he often came. Of 
course, what welcomed him every time were either grind stones or arrows. Sometimes Yang 
Hong would stand behind the parapet with smiles on his face and politely shot a blunderbuss 
to send him off. 


But this time is going to be different because I have the Ming emperor in my hands. Yang 
Hong, are you still going to be able to smile? 


Brimming with confidence, Esen forced Zhu Qi Zhen to issue the order asking the Xuanfu 
garrison to open the gate. 


Opening the gate would mean inviting wolves into one’s home. But the emperor (at the 
time he still was) issued his order. If the gate was not opened, it would be illogical. 


How did the clever Yang Hong respond? 
The reply by the city’s garrison (in fact Yang Hong’s) also surprised Esen. 
“It’s getting dark. We are not supposed to open the gate!” 


That was Yang Hong’s wit, a typical diplomatic retort. I don’t care who is calling on the 
gate, I just don’t know. In any event, the policy says that I’m not supposed to open the gate. If 
there is any objection, then you can go ahead and report to my superior agency (specifically, 
the Ministry of War). 


Esen was infuriated. Then he forced Zhu Qi Zhen to order Yang Hong to come out for a 
talk. 


That was a sinister move. Regardless how arrogant Yang Hong was, if he really met the 


emperor, he wouldn’t dare to disobey the order. 
But the reply from inside the city almost threw Esen down from the horse. 
“Yang Hong is not here!” 


I am convinced that Esen for the moment would be exceedingly miserable. The misery 
didn’t originate from his failure to take Xuanfu, but from Yang Hong’s slight of him. 


Was Yang Hong really away? Certainly not. Now with sword in his hand, he was standing 
in the city and directing the soldiers’ replies and sternly warned his soldiers: “Anyone going 
out will be executed!” 


Thus Esen came in exuberance and returned in despondency. 
If I’m not welcomed here, somewhere else will! Go, to Datong! 


But Guo Deng was not an easy guy to deal with either. 
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After arriving at Datong, Esen learned from the past lesson. He immediately ordered Zhu 
Qi Zhen to get Guo Deng to talk to him. Coerced, Zhu Qi Zhen had the words sent to Guo 
Deng to ask him to open the gate. 

Guo Deng wouldn’t open the gate. 


After couple of times back and forth there was still no result. Zhu Qi Zhen had to send the 
words: “I am related to Guo Deng by marriage (note, this has to be verified), why are you 


refusing me?” 


Zhu Qi Zhen was really out of ideas. Probably a knife was placed on his shoulder, so that 


he had to utter even words like these. 
With words like these, would Guo Deng not respond? 
Guo Deng indeed responded. But it was a stronger response: 
“Tam under order to defend the city, I don’t know about anything else.” 
Thus, once again Esen was coldly refused. 
Guo Deng, good, man! You got me this time. I’ll come back next time! 


Times afterward were hard for Esen. He took Zhu Qi Zhen on a tour but there was no place 
that welcomed them. Ransom was also not heard anymore. Ming also installed Zhu Qi Yu as 
the new emperor. The one in his hands had expired and was worthless. 

Are things over, just like that? 

No, it can’t be over so easily! Esen made up his mind. Even if the emperor at hand had lost 
his value, he still commanded some authority. There could still be some deterrent effects to the 
defending commanders. Keep on, bring him to crash the gates! 

He dared not to go to Guo Deng’s Datong anymore. After all, the fellow had thrown down 
the gauntlet. Those words “I don’t know anything else” were still lingering in his ears. If he 
went there, it was the same as going there and asking to be humiliated. 

Then better go to Xuanfu. 

But in fact Yang Hong was also one who could be neither reasoned with nor forced. Three 
times men were sent and got sent back. Finally, Esen forced Zhu Qi Zhen to write to Yang 
Hong and asked him to open the gate. 

But what Yang Hong did was even worse. After he received the letter, he didn’t even read 
it. He had it sealed and sent it back to Zhu Qi Yu. But Zhu Qi Yu’s reply was: “These are all 


1” 


fake and from now on don’t accept them 


If I say it’s fake, it’s fake, even if it’s a genuine one. 
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Attack! Attack! 


Esen’s patience had reached its limit. In more than a month, he didn’t get much ransom. Xi 
Ning’s idea didn’t work at all. He was driven around by others like a fool. He had been 
thoroughly humiliated. 


He had lost his confidence in Xi Ning. Reality proved that the methods he suggested didn’t 
work at all. 


If those don’t work, then try my ideas! 
The thought of war rushed into Esen’s mind. His blood began to boil. 


Isn’t it just about drawing out one’s sword!? Isn’t it just about charging into the enemy 


formation!? 


He disdainfully looked at the traitor named Xi Ning. To him, he was nothing but a base 
scoundrel. 


No more intrigues or plots needed and no more taking advantage of something! 
To reclaim the rule of the Great Yuan, we have to rely on ourselves! 


Concentrate all the troops, pack up and get ready, put on the uniform, draw out the swords, 
charge! 

Target, Beijing! 

Esen was not a fool. He didn’t bring his troops to attack Xuanfu and Datong. He couldn’t 
afford to offend Guo Deng and Yang Hong. Thus he decided to take a detour. 

He had decided on a target to break through the defense. He was convinced that from here 
he would be able to open the gate to the capital. 

The target chosen by Esen was the Bauhinia Pass, the target that Wang Zhen abandoned for 
his march. 

On October 1 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), Esen took all of his best 
troops and marched toward the final target. 

Of course he would not forget to bring Zhu Qi Zhen with him. Although he was no longer 
an emperor, he was still an Honorary Supreme Emperor. At least he could be used as a shield 
against knives and swords. 

Esen’s troops attacked fiercely. His cavalrymen threw themselves on the Bauhinia Pass like 
a tiger rushing down a hill. Guided by Xi Ning (traitors are the most despicable), it took only 
two days for Esen to breach this pass. Censor General Sun Xiang, who commanded the 
defense, was killed in the battle. 


275 


Belief 


On this we need to have a few words. Usually, after Sun Xiang died, he would have been 
awarded a posthumous title. Even if he couldn’t be awarded a glorious title, at least he died on 
his job. But he was just hurriedly cremated. He got nothing. A hero ended up just like that, for 
which we would have to thank the favor from an old friend. That old friend was the imperial 


censors. 


After Sun Xiang died in the battle, some censors made baseless accusations without any 
research or study. They said Sun Xiang fled from the pass. The result was that after the battle, 
not only was a funeral not held for him, instead his body was cremated. With the matter ended 
that way, the injustice was worse than what Doue suffered. 


A year later, Sun Xiang’s brother wrote to the emperor for his brother’s defense. Then Zhu 


Qi Yu knew the truth and awarded his family with a pension. 


We deviate from the story of the fate of Ming when it was at a critical juncture, not just to 
demand the justice that belonged to Sun Xiang, but also to show everyone that those censors, 


known for their brave and candid advises, were not all the same. 


On censors, everyone probably think that they were those great men who wouldn’t budge 
even when faced death to tell the truth. But in fact among the censors in Ming, many 
conducted themselves extremely badly. They accused others in order to just to gain fame or 


just to accuse. 


These scums of the censors were not rare. In later chapters, we'll know many of them and 
lift the veil over their faces to expose their true and ugly identity. 


The subject on censors will be discussed later. Let’s now look at the Empire of Great Ming 


that was wavering in the storm. 


The Bauhinia Pass was the gate to the capital. When the pass was breached, the capital was 
shocked. For everyone knew the capital had nothing else it could use to defend itself. 


Enemy at the city 


On October 11 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), soldiers were patrolling atop 
of the city walls. Suddenly, sky covering dust blew toward them, then there came the sounds 


of horse hoofs and men crying. 


Surprisingly, soldiers defending the city didn’t panic. On the contrary, they felt relieved 


because they knew who were coming and why they came. 
Those who should come would come, sooner or later. 


The main Wala camp outside of the city. 
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Esen was at the height of his emotions. Two months ago, he destroyed Ming’s army of two 
hundred thousand at Fort Tumu. He made an everlasting achievement. He also captured the 
Ming emperor alive. Only later did he know that the army of two hundred thousand was the 
best Ming had. 


The best army Ming has was already easily defeated and the so-called Three Brigades has 
been annihilated, what else is left to Ming to oppose me? 


The progress of this campaign also made him more confident. This time he attacked and 
advanced. It took him only eleven days to reach the capital. Now the grand capital of the 


empire was completely exposed to Esen. 


To Esen, entering the city was nothing but a ceremony. He didn’t believe Ming could have 
any ability left to resist him with its best already destroyed. All he had to do was yell couple of 
times and frighten them. The people in the city would be scared and obediently come out of 
the city to transact the handover of the city. 


In the military conference before the attack, with confidence he looked at his tribal leaders. 
In a sonorous voice he told them that the city in front of them wouldn’t be able to stand even a 
single blow. The beautiful country of Ming, innumerable quantities of treasures, and the rare 


antiques would all be Wala’s. The Great Yuan would once again rise up! 
“The city will be taken. The Great Yuan will rise. It'll be all done tomorrow!” 


It is said that some time ago some restaurants hung a sign in front of the door. On it three 


words were written: “free meal tomorrow.” 


Of course these restaurants were not charity organizations because the date on the sign was 
always “tomorrow”. But that tomorrow would never come. They did that just to amuse 
themselves at the expense of poor people. 


History has proven that Esen’s tomorrow never came. He was fooled again. But this time 
the one who fooled him was not Yang Hong, but Fate. 


The Esen of six days later would probably wonder. His troops were number of times 
stronger than the time at Fort Tumu. The morale was high. The soldiers were brave. Why in 
the end they lost? 


Actually this question didn’t need others to answer. His grandfather Mr. Mahamu should 
have known the answer. 


The ultimate factor that decided the outcome of a war was people. 


Just one month ago, the city in front of Esen was still so fragile and weak. Often there were 
soldiers and civilians fleeing. But just one month later, the city had the prowess of the capital 
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of an empire restored. The troops garrisoning the city had been waiting for a long time for 
Esen’s arrival. In their eyes there were many different feelings, hatred, excitement, worry, and 
fear. 


But they didn’t retreat. 
In fact the message revealed through their eyes could be summarized in one phrase: 
We won't retreat. 


In that month, many changes took place in the city. More troops, ample amount of food, 


and increased defense. But the most radical changes were not limited to these. 


The real changes were in people’s hearts. Beyond the clout of defeat, they began to come 
out of despair and gradually started to believe that they would eventually win in this war. 


That was the power of resolve and belief. 
The people who defended the city were the most powerful weapon. 


Of course, Esen at the time wasn’t able to recognize that. After all, so far he was still very 
confident. He would never be able to realize that his forward steps and the dream of restoring 
the Great Yuan would be terminated here by one man. 


A man of courage. 


On October 8 of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), Yu Qian, the minister of war, 


issued an order of general mobilization. 


Resolved for a decisive battle 


After learning that Esen marched toward the Bauhinia Pass, Yu Qian made the keen 


observation that this time Esen’s target was the capital. 


Although the soldiers in the city now numbered close to two hundred thousand, they 
didn’t have much combat experience. To be safe, he immediately sent fifteen censors to areas 
to enlist men as reserves. As of October 8, the assembling of all forces completed. It totaled two 
hundred twenty thousand. 


Enough, barely. 


Perhaps some may wonder that Esen’s troops in total numbered just tens of thousands, 
why were over two hundred thousand troops just barely enough? 


That was determined by the actual situation. It was not because of Yu Qian’s incompetence. 
Zhu Wen Zheng back then was able to stop Chen You Liang’s army of six hundred thousand 
with just tens of thousands because Hongdu was not a big city. Although Chen You Liang had 
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many troops, he wasn’t able to deploy all of them at the same time. He had to send them in 
one batch at a time. The real effectiveness of the attacks was not good. 


But what Yu Qian defended was the capital, the capital of the Great Ming Dynasty. It was 
truly a big city, not just a relatively big city (for example, Iron Ridge). 


The targets of Esen’s attack were the nine gates of Beijing’s outer city. The nine gates were: 


The Gate of Virtues Triumphant, the Gate of Peace and Stability, the East Straight Gate, the 
Gate of Sunrise, the West Straight Gate, the Gate of Mound, the Gate of High Noon, the Gate of 
Admiring Civility, and the Gate of Martial Glory. 


The nine gates were located between present day Beijing’s Second Ring Road and Third 
Ring Road. Although the Beijing then was far smaller than today’s Beijing in size, it was still 
very big. 

A simple mathematical division would tell that the number of troops defending each gate 
was around twenty thousand. Esen’s force was superior in attacking one of the gates 
individually. The bigger problem was that the quality of Esen’s troops was better than Ming’s. 
In addition, nearly all of them were cavalry and very mobile. As soon as an opening was 
created, he would be able to concentrate the force on the attack. 


The fighting ability of an army was not simply decided by numbers, but also mobility. 


Although the Ming army was at an advantage in terms of total number of troops, the 
defense, when evenly distributed to all the gates, was definitely at a disadvantage. 


In this world, many things would reveal the true identity of them when they get averaged 
out. 


That was what Yu Qian faced. The enemy force was strong. Although his troops numbered 
more, he was not at an advantage. The situation was not optimistic. But at the same time, Yu 
Qian also found an able help. This man would help him accomplish the task of defending 
Beijing and become his close friend in battle. 

Of course, Yu Qian would never be able to fathom that this aide of his would eight years 
later do another earth shattering thing, bring him to a situation that resulted in his death. 

From friend to foe, ally to enemy, the close aide who accomplished this dramatic turn was 
Shi Heng. 


Shi Heng was from Weinan of Shaanxi. His father was a general. He inherited his father’s 
title and also took that job. The man was vicious and feisty from his childhood. He was very 
brave. He was dubbed as the number one brave general of Justly Principled and shared the 
reputation with Yang Hong. 
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It was said that one day when Shi Heng was young and went to play on the streets. He 
attracted the attention of a fortune-teller, who looked at him very closely and uttered the 
following sentence in an astonished tone: 

“In a peace and prosperous time, how come you have the look of being bestowed as a 
marquis?” 

We don’t have to verify the truth of the story. The fortune-teller didn’t charge him a fee. 
But at least he made a rule in his conclusion: 

Heroes were made in war times. 

Although that was what said, in July of year fourteen of Justly Principled, the Shi Heng in 
Yanghe was definitely not a hero. At the time, he was fleeing. 

An army of tens of thousands was annihilated. The commander was killed. Esen’s cavalry 
trampled over the bodies of Ming soldiers with impunity. Everything took place in the watch 
of Shi Heng. But he could do nothing, because he had a more important thing to do, run for his 


life. 


As a commander of troops, in his own eyes he watched his troops destroyed by the enemy. 
His soldiers were killed and captured. But he could do nothing. To a military officer, that 
amounted to the greatest humiliation and torture. 


Disgrace, utter disgrace. 


The disgraced Shi Heng came back alive. But what awaited him was not consolation and 
solace. Because he was also one of the commanding generals, per military law, he was 
responsible. Thus he was deprived of his command and demoted to a staff officer. 

When he was at the lowest point of his life, Yu Qian helped him. 

To Yu Qian, the defeated general was not an incompetent one. If he was properly used, he 
would be great. 

Reality proved Yu Qian’s judgement was correct. Shi Heng would become a sharp 


revengeful sword to punch into Wala’s chest. 


Esen’s flags flew outside of the city. Mongol cavalries were galloping back and forth in 
front of the city to show their strength to the Ming army in the city. More than eighty years 
had passed. They finally came back to this place. Many of them believed that soon after, they 
would once again become the master of this city. 

Almost at the same time, in the city Yu Qian was hosting the final military conference 


before the battle. 
Those in the conference included the key officials of the Court and Shi Heng and other 
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generals defending Beijing. This was a meeting with a glum atmosphere. Everyone at the 
meeting knew what was facing them. Now the enemy was at the city. They had to defeat the 
enemy to save the capital of the empire and save the fate of the country. Other than that, there 
was no other way! 


In such an air the meeting began. First they discussed about how to push the enemy back. 


Shi Heng said and gave his thought. In such a situation, the enemy’s strength was better 
than that of the Ming army. To push the enemy back, the best method was to fortify the 
defense and leave nothing to the enemy. When the enemy got tired, they would retreat by 


themselves. 


Undoubtedly, that was a very good strategy. Esen’s soldiers were not robots, they had to 
eat. As long as they held the city, when the enemy ate up their provisions, they had to leave. 


Shi Heng knew military strategy very well. His proposal would work. 
Most of the men agreed. 
Only one man opposed. 


According the principle of majority rule, Shi Heng’s proposal would be passed. But this 
time, it was useless regardless how many people agreed, because the one who opposed had 


the veto power. 
The man was Yu Qian. 


Yu Qian was the minister of war and also chairman of the meeting. Although in this 


meeting everyone was allowed to speak, he was the one whose opinion mattered. 
He stood up and expressed his opinion: 


“Esen brought his great army here. He is already very arrogant. If we stay in, it will only 
help to make them more arrogant. It has been almost one hundred years since the founding of 
Our Great Empire. The then emperor was an obscure man. But he was able to sweep the world 
and defeat the brutal Yuan. Why should we be afraid of the little Wala!” 


He looked at the men, paused, and sternly issued his first order: 

“The whole army exits the nine gates and deploy in formation to face the enemy!” 
Officials were silent. 

No words are needed. Even if we say anything it won’t matter. Do as you see fit. 
Yu Qian then issued his second order: 


“Guards in Brocade patrol the city. If any soldier in armor is found not out in battle, he will 


be executed immediately!” 
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As soon as such words were uttered, everyone present was shocked. The civilian officials 
never thought that Yu Qian, who usually was always polite and civil, could be so vicious. Such 
a strict order was unprecedented. Even Shi Heng, who was used to killing in combat, was 
shaken. 


Before they could recover to take a breath, Yu Qian’s calm and solemn voice sounded again: 


“The nine gates are the doors of the city. Now I’m assigning you to defend. Anyone who 
loses a gate will be summarily executed!” 


“Gate of Peace and Stability, Tao Jin!” 
“East Straight Gate, Liu An!” 

“Gate of Sunrise, Zhu Ying!” 

“West Straight Gate, Liu Ju!” 

“Gate of High Noon, Li Duan!” 

“Gate of Admiring Civility, Liu De Xin!” 
“Gate of Martial Glory, Yang Jie!” 

“Gate of Mound, Gu Xing Zu!” 

Then he paused. 


This was an unusual pause. Everyone knew that there was still one gate he didn’t mention. 
That gate was the Gate of Virtues Triumphant. 


The Gate of Virtues Triumphant was the most important gate because it was located in the 
north of Beijing and also directly faced Esen’s army. If the battle began, that would be the 
place of the fiercest combat. 


That was really not a good place to be. 

They didn’t have to wait long because Yu Qian quickly announced the defender: 
“Gate of Virtues Triumphant, Yu Qian!” 

He looked at everyone resolutely. The look also told everyone he was not joking. 


The military and civilian officers once again were astonished. But what astonished them 
more was still to come because Yu Qian was issuing an order that no one had ever heard of 
before. 


“Any man who defends the city must fight with no fear. Once the fight begins, it’s the time 
to fight to death!” 


“In combat, commanders who retreat and abandon his men will be executed!” 
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“In combat, if men retreat and abandon their general, those behind execute those ahead of 
them!” 


“Anyone who disobeys this order will be executed!” 


That was the famous Combat Law of Crosschecks in Ming history. After that most of the 
well-known generals of Ming had used this method. 


Hearing these dreadful words, everyone seemed to not recognize the orating Yu Qian 
anymore. Just one month ago, he was a scholar who had never been in combat. He was a 
genteel civilian official. He was an amiable man always wearing a calm look on his face. 

The Yu Qian at the moment remained calm. But he seemed to be a different man. He had 
become a resolute, decisive, and strict battlefield commander. 


In a battlefield, weak ones wouldn’t be able to survive. Only those who were the strongest 
and the most steadfast ones would be able to survive and achieve the final victory. 


Yu Qian was such a strong man. 


It seemed what needed to be discussed in the meeting was about to be over. It seemed that 
the meeting would be over. Just when everyone felt a sense of relieve from those stifling 
orders, Yu Qian issued his last order. 


The last order 


Yu Qian pointed his finger to Wu Ning, the deputy minister of war, and issued his last 
order: 


“When the army and the commanders go out to fight, close the nine gates immediately. 


1” 


Whoever dares to allow anyone in will be executed 


Upon hearing this order, even those generals who used to kill without even blinking their 
eyes were stunned. It meant that those who were out to fight had to fight to defeat the enemy 
to survive. If there was no victory, it would be certain death! 


Fight to death, for real! 


Everyone looked at Yu Qian with awe. They now realized that Yu Qian this time was ready 
to fight with his life, not only his own life, but also everyone else’s life. 

Yu Qian, fearless, looked at the stunned men and said the last words to them: 

“An army of hundreds of thousands was destroyed in an instant. The Honorary Supreme 
Emperor was captured. The enemy is at the city. The nation is in such a situation. Is there 
anything to fear? If we lose this fight, Great Ming is going to follow the footsteps of Song. All 


of you, how are you going to face the people!” 


283 


Belief 


“Fight to death, it’s the only time!” 


Yu Qian was right. This was a fight that couldn’t be lost. If they lost, half of the country in 
the north would be lost and the fate of Ming would forever be changed. 


This battle was one that neither Yu Qian nor Ming could afford to lose. 

Thus Yu Qian left the only choice for himself and the men defending the city: 

Victory, or death! 

The men finally left. Yu Qian also returned to his residence to prepare for the battle. The 


steadfast speech had become a past. Now what he had to do was to realize his promise. 


Since ancient times, it had been easy to make speeches. But it had been extremely hard to 
do something. Many were able to deliver grandiloquent speeches. Words of courage came out 
of their mouths. Their speeches could make rivers flow in reverse and stars fall from the sky. 
But when it came to action, they were able to do nothing. Fear was all around them. 


The ancient Athenian sophists were very eloquent. They were very good at orating about 
battles. They directed and commanded. They had their grandeur. But when Alexander of 
Macedonia pointed his lance at them, they were soundly defeated and fled all over the places. 


Debates and speeches never resolved issues because in this world, one had to talk by his 


strength. 


It was easy to issue orders. But the eventual goal was to defeat the enemy. If that goal was 


not achieved, everything said would be useless. 
Thus for Yu Qian, the real challenge was just beginning. 


Yu Qian looked at the armor he had made. He knew very soon he would take off the 
official gown and put on the armor that only military officers would wear and go into combat 


for the first time. 
Yu Qian, are you really fearless? 


No, I have been afraid. I am not a military official. 1 have never commanded battles. I have 
never been in combat. I have never killed anyone with my hands. In the last over twenty years, 


my job has been handling public and state affairs in front of a desk. 
Then why are you stepping up to save a dire situation, to fight a war? 
To me, that’s what I am supposed to do. 


Are you really ready? To go to combat to command in a war that you have never had 


experienced? 


Yes, Iam ready. In my youth, I wanted to be a man like Wen Tian Xiang. In cold or heat, I 
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learned and studied under the lamp without stop. After I became an official, I had my rapid 
rise. I also had my bad times. I have been in big halls and houses. I also have been in prison. 
After decades of trials and tribulations, I am finally here. 


I have nothing to fear. 


Yu Qian made do on his words. He put on that heavy armor and left his residence and 
walked toward the Gate of Virtues Triumphant. 


In there, he would earn the great glory of his life. 
On October 11, the prelude of the Battle for the Defense of Beijing would begin. 
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Battle for the Defense of Beijing 


Prelude at the West Straight Gate 
Esen had initially thought the capital had become a skeleton city. If his forces came to it, 


victory would be his without a fight. But when he came to Beijing and organized his army to 
battle, he was stunned and discovered that the Ming army he thought wouldn’t be able to 
withstand a single blow had been in formation and waiting for him outside of the city. 

Esen was a man experienced in military affairs. Just by looking at the manner of the enemy, 
he was able to see that these people who waited in front of the gate were out to fight with their 
lives. They would not be ones to mess with. 

But he was already there so he had to fight. Thus he decided to test it. 

The gate he chose was the West Straight Gate. 

Under his order, about a thousand Wala soldiers coerced the captured civilians to launch a 
test attack toward the West Straight Gate. 

The commander at the West Straight Gate was Liu Ju. He reacted swiftly by sending unit 
commanders Gao Li and Mao Fu Shou to confront the enemy. 

Wala soldiers had still not awoken from the victory at Fort Tumu. They still thought the 
Ming troops facing them would be willingly slaughtered by them just like at the fort. 

Actually in war, the roles of wolves and lambs often swapped. This time, the ones who 


played the wolves were the Ming troops. 


Many of them lost their comrades and even their relatives in the battle at the fort. Their 
rage was trying to find an outlet. Now the enemies who had slaughtered their compatriots 
dared to present themselves at the gate. How could that have happened! 


Time for revenge, now! 


With blood filling their eyes and their knives out, they shouted “kill” and rushed toward 
the Wala troops. It seemed nothing could stop them. 
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The Wala soldiers were stunned. In their imagination, this would have been a nice trip. The 
wise and mighty Esen sent them to accept the surrender by Ming. They would be able to go 
into the city first and do some looting. 


But not until getting here, did they discover that the ones who received them were a bunch 


of murderous men and their knives. 


The Wala army collapsed at once and troops fled. Hundreds were killed and the captured 
civilians were also rescued by the Ming troops. 


Seeing the escaped wretched Wala soldiers back, Esen understood that the enemy was 
neither cows nor lambs, they were tigers and wolves. 


To deal with such kind of enemy, it would be very hazardous to fight head on. As he was 
hesitating, super traitor Xi Ning appeared. 


He advised Esen not to fight the Ming army now, but he should avoid its momentum. He 
had already conjured up a plan. With that, victory would be theirs without a fight. 


Xi Ning’s plan was like this. First they would set up camps outside of the city. Then they 
would inform the Ming officials that the Honorary Supreme Emperor (Zhu Qi Zhen) was here 
and they needed to send men to receive His Majesty. 


What made the plot very sinister was that Zhu Qi Zhen was placed at a prominent position. 
Then the opposing side was informed to receive the emperor. If they came, then conditions 
could be negotiated for money and other interests. If Ming didn’t send men, they would be at 
a moral disadvantage. It would be a disgrace in terms of decorum. 


That traitors are hated even more by people has its reason. 
A tough problem was presented to Yu Qian, how would he respond? 


The problem that seemed to be very difficult was rather a simple one for Yu Qian. He 
immediately sent two men to handle the matter. 


The names of the two were Zhao Rong and Wang Fu. 


What should be noted were the titles of the two. Wang Fu was an advisor at the Office of 
Communications. Zhao Rong was a palace aide at the secretariat. Just before being sent out to 
do the negotiation, they were hastily promoted to the right deputy director of Office of 
Communications and deputy director of the Office of Rituals and Lands. 


Innuendos were in the promotions and appointment as envoys of the two. 
Where was the secret? 
We just have to study the titles of them to understand it. What were the ranks of advisors 


at the Office of Communications and palace aide at the secretariat? One was regular sixth 
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grade and the other was secondary seventh grade. In other words, Wang Fu and Zhao Rong 
were both sesame officials. These kinds of men were ubiquitous among the low level officials. 


Then what were their ranks after their promotions? Both the right deputy director of Office 
of Communications and the deputy director of Office of Rituals and Lands were at regular 
fourth grade. 


Regular fourth grade was equivalent to today’s director level. 


Yu Qian’s intention was clear. He never took Esen’s words seriously. He sent the two low 
level officials out just as a posture to get through with it. 


Comrade Esen waited in earnest for the arrival of the senior officials of the Court to come 
to negotiate with him and to beg him to release Zhu Qi Zhen. Then he would receive large 
quantities of treasures for a moment of glory. 


But what did he get from his waiting? Two low level officials of sixth and seventh grade, 


for the moment they were at fourth grade, to come to negotiate with him. 
That was not a negotiation. It was a ridicule and insult. 


More ridiculous was that Esen didn’t understand the Ming bureaucratic system. He 
seriously wanted to negotiate with them. In his mind, the two should be high level officials. 


But Wang Fu and Zhao Rong were in total confusion. They had been obscure men. Not to 
mention that they had never represented the state to any negotiation, usually they weren’t 
even qualified to see the emperor. In the capital where officials were abundant, it would be an 
honor even to refer to them as officials. 


The two dudes probably just moments ago were sitting in their offices. In a flash they were 
told that they had been promoted to fourth grade and appointed as envoys to Wala, and had 
to depart right away. 


Without toils and travails, without suffering from hunger and hardships, not to mention 
being through poverty, all of a sudden a great mission fell from the sky on their shoulders. 

On the two sides of the negotiation, one side didn’t know what it was about and the other 
side was dead serious. What kind of negotiation was that? 

As Esen was to become being a joke in the history of diplomacy, the wretched eunuch and 


traitor Mr. Xi Ning appeared again. 


He clearly knew that the two negotiators were just two low level officials. So he told Esen 
to inform Wang Fu and Zhao Rong to refuse to negotiate with them, as well as to indicate that 


they would only negotiate with one of the following four: 


Yu Qian, Shi Heng, Hu Ying, or Wang Zhi. 
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Other than the four, no one else would be considered. 

Yu Qian’s reply was: no reply. 

You think the level is too low? I am not going to deal with you anymore! 
He put down a very stern statement as a sort of reply: 

2 


“T know only that I have an army, I don’t know about anything else 


Esen, don’t waste words anymore. Don’t you want to fight? Then come on! What do you 
have? 


Come and fight! 


Esen was truly infuriated. He had naively thought that the city would send men to him. He 
earnestly stood atop of a hill to look. But time passed slowly. Not a man, not even a dog was 


seen. 
His heart once again was seriously wounded because he realized again he was fooled. 


He should take some responsibilities for being fooled so many times. I have checked 
Comrade Esen’s age. In year fourteen of Justly Principled, he was forty two, an age of no 


confusion. At such an age, he was still so naive. It wouldn’t be a wrong if he was not fooled. 


On fighting, Esen would be a virtuoso. But on political intrigues, comparing to the tested 


Ming bureaucrats, he was just too far off. 


Given where he was, it wouldn’t do by playing intrigues. It was also impossible for him to 


withdraw. There was only one option left. 
Attack! Conquer you by force! 
The Battle for the Defense of Beijing officially began. 


Now Yu Qian donned on his armor, mounted his horse, and came out of the city to stand at 
the front of his army. 


Behind him, the gate of Virtues Triumphant slowly closed. 


Looking at the astonished eyes of his soldiers, Yu Qian resolutely expressed his feelings in 


one sentence: 


“We always talk about loyalty and righteousness, what’s the use of it? Now it’s the time to 
show our loyalty and righteousness! Serve the country, defeat the enemy, and never give up 
until death!” 


Soldiers now saw that the most senior defender of the capital, the minister of war, was 


resolute in coming out to fight to his death. He never intended to go back alive. 


For the moment Yu Qian was not just a commander. To the soldiers on the battlefield, the 
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lean and weak man represented courage and the resolve to achieve victory. 
An army of a firm belief won’t be afraid of any enemy and will be invincible. 
Esen’s destiny to a defeat was decided at this moment. 


The Wala army finally started the attack. Their target was the Gate of Virtues Triumphant. 


Snare! The last Smart Weapons Brigade! 


That was the opening that everyone expected. The shortest path of attack was also the most 
effective. As the north gate of the capital, the Gate of Virtues Triumphant would certainly be at 
the forefront. 

Esen was not a fool. He knew the gate was ready. He sent a small unit to do a probe. His 
plan was to first ascertain the terrain. If the gate was hard to attack, he would change to attack 
another gate. If opportunity permitted, he would bring forward the main army to attack. 

Guided by this idea, the cavalry probers set out. Surprisingly, even before they got to the 
gate, they discovered Ming cavalry and saw them panicking and without proper equipment. 
They gave chase and found it was all like that. They returned and reported to Esen. 

Upon hearing this report, Esen at once made up his mind: the Ming army was not ready 
and it was feigning the movements. 

Guided by Esen’s tactical principle, Wala sent an army of ten thousand to attack the gate. 
The commander of the unit was Esen’s younger brother Boromoloha. The unit was Esen’s best. 
He sent out his best to the fight to show his resolve for victory. 


The unit left from Esen’s main camp. Dust rose. Its cavalry rode forward to the gate. 


Although proud and confident, Boromoloha never thought he didn’t even see where the 
gate was. 

The one waiting for them ahead was an army bent on revenge, the Smart Weapons Brigade. 

Days earlier, Yu Qian and Shi Heng had studied the battlefield situation. They all thought 


if they fought head on, the Ming army wouldn’t have any advantage. To defeat the enemy, 
they needed to set up an ambush. 


Then who would carry out the ambush? Once again they set their eyes on the Smart 
Weapons Brigade. 


We need to point out that the main portion of the brigade had been annihilated in the 
previous battle. The remaining ones were the reserves. With the first row had died out, the 
second row then became the first row. 
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As the most formidable among the three brigades of the army, the Smart Weapons Brigade 
was extremely confident and had the strongest will for victories. But a unit like this didn’t 
even get to fire a single short at Fort Tumu before they were cleanly finished like vegetables 
being chopped into pieces. 

The Smart Weapons Brigade met its demise. It ended in confusion and purposelessness. 

Such a disgraceful result was not what such a glorious unit could accept. Among all the 
troops defending the city, their eagerness to fight was the strongest. They most wanted to take 
revenge. 

Assigning the task to them was the best choice. 

The last Smart Weapons Brigade was now deployed on the road that led to the gate. They 
hid in the empty buildings along the roadside. When the reconnoitering Wala cavalry passed 
with all the pomposity and haughtiness, they didn’t act because they knew that was just a 
piece of bait. The real big fish was still to come. 

Soon after, dust rose on the road in the distance. Then with the wind came the sound of 
horse hoofs trampling the ground. The soldiers of the Smart Weapons Brigade tightened their 
grip of the blunderbusses in their hands. 

Here they come, finally. 


Boromoloha led his troops at the front. If the Ming army wouldn’t be able to withstand a 
single blow, then it would be better to run fast. Deeds and honors would be lost if he was late. 


He could distinguish the Gate of Virtues Triumphant in the haze. If he could go pass the 
residences ahead, the city would be taken right away! 


The target is getting real close! 


In fact what he thought was not wrong. His target was indeed just ahead, but the final 
destination was a little different. 


Not the city, but hell. 
Boromoloha, stop here. This is your burying place! 


When the Wala cavalry charged into the area of empty houses, suddenly in front of them a 
large column of soldiers rushed out from the sides and blocked their way forward. At the 
same time, large numbers of soldiers appeared at the rear of the Wala troops and cut off their 


retreat. 


This scenario is called encirclement in terms of military strategy. In ordinary people’s term, 


this is called waylay. The common term is wrap dumplings. 


Strangely, these soldiers didn’t attack. They seemed to be waiting for something. 
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Boromoloha didn’t know what they were waiting for, nor did he want to know. But he 
knew if he didn’t escape in time, there was only one end that waited for him and his army of 
ten thousand, death. 


He led his cavalry to launch a general attack to the Ming troops who encircled him. He 
hoped for a break. He was convinced that with the momentum of his cavalry, he would be 
able to defeat these ambush troops. Of course, that needed some time. 


But unfortunately, he didn’t find enough time to get a breakout. 
What waited for him were the blunderbusses from the Smart Weapons Brigade. 


After a long wait and torment, soldiers of the Smart Weapons Brigade finally got the 
opportunity. They used the fire arms in their hands to strike at the invaders to revenge for 
their dead comrades and win back the honor that belonged to this elite unit. 


All of a sudden, loud sounds erupted from the quiet houses. All guns fired at the same 
time. Soldiers of the brigade used houses as fortifications. They punched holes through the 
walls. They fired and then moved to another position. They never missed. They shot at the 
Wala cavalrymen from all directions. 


The Wala cavalrymen were like in hell. Because most of them were cavalry, they couldn’t 
move among the houses. The soldiers of the Smart Weapons Brigade were at high positions 
and they became live targets. Ming soldiers loaded, aimed, and shot with ease. The Wala 
cavalrymen went crazy. They madly waved their sabers but couldn’t find any target. They 
couldn’t attack. Although the horses ran fast, they couldn’t run up to house roofs. Many were 
killed. Some clever ones began to abandon their horses and started fleeing. 

Boromoloha was dazed by the sudden strike. But he didn’t have to daze for long. Very 
soon he was killed by the shots from the Smart Weapons Brigade. He didn’t become the first to 
enter the capital. But unfortunately he became the first Wala senior officer being killed at the 
city. 

With their commander killed, ten thousand troops collapsed immediately. They were 
almost all killed. That ended the battle of the Gate of Virtues Triumphant. It was a complete 
loss for Esen. 

Now Esen was waiting for the news of victory at the main camp. But what he got was the 
result of a total annihilation. 

He almost couldn’t believe his ears. Since his youth, he inherited his father’s great 
enterprise. He fought everywhere. He defeated Ulanha, suppressed Jurchen, and united 


Mongolia. He swept the world and no one could stop him! 


At the Battle of Fort Tumu, he also defeated the most powerful enemy, the Great Ming. He 
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even captured the enemy emperor. Such martial achievements couldn’t even be matched by 
his grandfather Mahamu. He seemed to have seen that the magnificent capital was about to be 
his. The dream of restoring the Great Yuan would be realized in his hands. He would create an 
empire. His name would be remembered by history with those of the Genghis Khan and 
Kublai Khan. 


But Yu Qian delivered a heavy blow on his head, which completely awakened him and 
shouted to his ears: 


Esen, wake up, get up quickly, it’s time for combat. 


Esen’s rage 
I’m not going to lose. I’m not going to lose here! 
Esen finally realized it wasn’t so easy to take the city in front of him. 


But he couldn’t turn back. A cavalry of ten thousand was already annihilated. His brother 
Boromoloha was also killed. If he went back, how could he face his compatriots! 


I'll bet again! I’m going to do it myself! 
Esen lost his patience. He issued an order of general mobilization. He ordered all of his 


cavalry to attack the nine gates of the city all at once. In fact now Esen also understood that it 
was probably not very possible for him to take the city. 


But there was the issue of reputation. 
Even if he had to leave, he would have to have a win first! 
Since ancient times, innumerable number of gamblers lost everything this way. 


Esen got on his horse and ordered his cavalry to launch the final assault. Previously he had 
deliberated carefully to choose the target for his performance, the Gate of Peace and Stability. 


The commander defending the gate was Tao Jin, who was not well known and didn’t have 
significant battle records. But the Gate of Peace and Stability was like the Gate of Virtues 
Triumphant, it was also a gate facing north. It meant a shorter distance and suited for an attack. 
Esen selected this gate as his target. He seemed to want to find a soft spot for a breakthrough. 


Under his order, all the best of Wala cavalry got out and charged toward the weakest gate 
of the city. 


Of course, just like before, the weakest gate was only Esen’s assessment. 


He could never imagine that and old friend was waiting for him outside of the gate and 
would bring him a pleasant surprise. 
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Of course this old friend was not a wimp, but a hard piece of granite. 


Esen led his best troops toward the Gate of Peace and Stability. But he was more careful 


than his brother. He was cautious all the way so that he would not be ambushed. 


But surprisingly, he didn’t encounter any trouble on the way to the gate. There were also 
no ambushers. That made him even more convinced that the gate was the weak spot of the 
city’s defense. 


But as he was getting ready to charge toward the city, he was stunned to see that the 
defending troops from the city abandoned their defense positions and charged toward him! 


What's going on? 
Esen was also befuddled. Although he saw the enemy was cavalry, Ming cavalry wasn’t a 
match against Wala cavalry. That was almost a commonly accepted fact. But the cavalry dared 


to abandon its defense and charged toward him on its own initiative. The rational was hard to 


understand. 


The rational actually was not hard to find. We still use the phrase that we’ve said many 


times before: 
Everything has an exception. 


The overall quality of Wala cavalry was certainly better than Ming’s. But exceptions 
couldn’t be ruled out. A good commander combined with suitable tactics would be enough to 


train an excellent cavalry. 


The force that defended the Gate of Peace and Stability was such a unit, and its commander 


was Esen’s old acquaintance Shi Heng. 


Shi Heng was probably Esen’s old friend. When Shi Heng was a general at the front, he 
often dealt with Esen. Of course the tools they used to deal with each other were knives and 
swords and the place was the battle field. In their previous engagements, both had wins and 
losses. But in the latest Battle of Yanghe, Shi Heng lost everything he had. 


That was a moment that etched into Shi Heng’s heart. The entire army was annihilated. All 
around him were the bodies of his soldiers. He fled by himself and followed by the Wala 
soldiers on his heels. The pain of defeat mixed with the humiliation of being chased entwined 
in his heart. But Shi Heng didn’t have time to feel those things. At the time, his most important 
job was to flee. 


Escaping back successfully, Shi Heng didn’t get any consolation. He lost his job and lived 
all the time under the disdainful looks of others, because everyone knew this man was a loser 
in combat and he abandoned his soldiers and escaped alone and remained alive. That was 


294 


Book of Zhu Qi Yu 


really not something one felt proud of. 


Since then Shi Heng had Esen, the name of his arch enemy etched in his heart. He had told 
himself for numerous times that that was the man that brought loss and humiliation to him, 
made him unable to face the relatives of the dead soldiers, and made him bearing the wretched 
infamy of living in disgrace. 

He knew very well in order to wash clean of his humiliation, the only way was to find Esen 
and completely defeat him in combat and win back the honor that belonged to him! 


But the cruel reality was in front of him. Not only was he a loser, he was also a man 
without a job. How could he get his revenge? 


Just at that moment, Yu Qian appeared and forgave his previous missteps and promoted 
Shi Heng, who was also given a chance. 


It was a chance to prove himself. 


Shi Heng carefully studied the Wala cavalry. He used the only one month of time he had to 
intensely train his soldiers. He taught them combat strategies and battle tactics. Very soon he 
got a cavalry with decent fighting capability. 


In the planning ahead of the battle, both Shi Heng and Yu Qian decided that Esen’s main 
points of attacks were the Gate of Virtues Triumphant and Gate of Peace and Stability. Thus 
they divided their work. The Gate of Virtues Triumphant was defended by Yu Qian and 
arranged to set up an ambush by the Smart Weapons Brigade. Shi Heng would lead the 
cavalry and face the enemy outside of the Gate of Peace and Stability. 


When he saw Esen’s familiar flag appeared outside of the gate, a thrilling excitement 
throbbed in Shi Heng’s head. He recognized right away that the chance to revenge what he 


had waited for a long time finally came. 


The cavalrymen outside of the gate drew out their sabers and were getting ready to attack 
the invaders. But surprisingly, before the order was issued, one man charged out by himself. 
And even more ridiculously, the one who charged without having an order was the 
commander of the vanguard unit! 


The name of the very fierce dude who led the charge was Shi Biao. 


Shi Biao was Shi Heng’s nephew. Just like his name, he was always brazen when dealing 
with others. Rude and reckless, he was the kind of man who would stir up waves even on a 
calm day and kick a few times even when he saw a tree. He didn’t have any hobby but was 
very much into wars and killings. He easily got excited whenever he was in combat. Crying 


for battle and charging into the enemy, his valiance and fighting spirit even humbled Shi Heng. 
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Now the dude’s old habit infected him again. He forgot his role. When he saw the enemy, 
he didn’t care anything else, took up his weapon, and charged toward the enemy. 


By the way, Mr. Shi Biao’s weapon was rather unique. According to history records, he 
used an axe. When going into a battle, one would not use an axe used for felling lumber. As 
whether it was Li Kui’s* broad edged axe or Cheng Yao Jin’s* flower adorned axe, it’s hard to 
verify. But the fact that he used an axe, which was heavy and clunky, as an everyday weapon 


showed at least this was a man who should not be messed with. 


Seeing that Shi Biao charged out first to Esen’s army, other soldiers in the formation all 


came to the realization that when the leader was leading, what were the soldiers waiting for! 


Shi Biao waved his giant axe and charged into the Wala formation with an unstoppable 
momentum. He rushed left and right to chop Wala soldiers. Very quickly, other Ming troops 
came to join the fight. They charged back and forth in the Wala formation. The Wala army was 


thrown into confusion. 


Esen never thought that even before he acted, he had already been routed. He saw by his 
own eyes that Shi Biao and the Ming troops fought in his own formation like in no man’s land. 
They killed men like cutting vegetables. He brandished his saber and wanted to stabilize his 
formation. But the enemy was too ferocious. The Wala vanguard and center became so 
vulnerable that men started to flee. He couldn’t organize an effective resistance. 


Esen began to realize his defeat now seemed to be inevitable. The Ming army now was in 
no way the same as the defeated army at Fort Tumu. They were so good at fighting and so 
fearless. What made them so valiant? Why was his elite cavalry not able to resist the charge of 
the second class Ming cavalry? 


The reason was actually very simple. On just fighting ability, the Ming troops were 
definitely not a match against the Wala troops. But they had one thing that the invaders didn’t 


have. 
That thing was a conviction, a conviction to defend their own home. 
Men who defend their homes always have inexhaustible courage, because they understand 


they are fighting to defend their parents and family behind them. Their fight and sacrifice are 
worth everything. 


Whether or not Esen at the moment understood this, no one knew. But we can be certain 
that Esen was very clear that if he didn’t withdraw and flee now, his whole army would be 
annihilated. 


“* Li Kui is a well-known fictional character in the novel Tales of the Marshes. 
*’ Cheng Yao Jin was a famous general and one of the founders of the Tang Dynasty. 
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His army was about to collapse. Unwillingly, Esen issued the order to withdraw. Shi Biao 
was on his heels and wouldn’t give up the chase. Following Esen, Shi Biao kicked butts. The 
wretched Wala army cared nothing but to run for their lives. 


The fleeing Esen was thoroughly embarrassed. But his bad luck, as he probably never 
expected, was not about to end. A real adversary of his was waiting for him on his road of 
retreat. 


Shi Heng now already had his forces deployed and was getting ready to welcome the 
arrival of Esen. Before the battle, he already developed a plan with Shi Biao. The plan was to 
have Shi Biao deployed in front of the gate and Shi Heng to bring his troops and hide behind 
Esen. When Esen’s army started the attack, they would attack from both sides to catch Esen off 
guard. 

But the progress of the event exceeded Shi Heng’s expectation. Shi Biao was so fierce that 
he was able to defeat Esen by his own effort. That would be good as well. Beating someone 
already in a wretched condition is always easier. 


Before Esen, trying to catch a breath in just escaping Shi Biao’s chase, found a chance to 
celebrate, he was pleasantly surprised to see Shi Heng’s troops, who were welcoming and 
greeting him. 

Finally I have a chance for revenge. Esen, this is your day! 


Shi Heng wasn’t polite at all. He led his troops to launch the most violent attack on Esen. 
This was a battle without suspense. Esen’s troops had lost the will to fight. They collapsed at 
contact. The valiant Wala troops spent all of their energies on fleeing. The Ming troops chased 
Esen with impunity. They killed all the Wala soldiers they caught on. 


The cunning business man this time lost everything he had. Although he didn’t completely 
repay all the debts he incurred at Fort Tumu and Yanghe, at least he paid a handsome interest. 


Sun Tang’s dilemma at the West Straight Gate 


At the same time when Wala troops were routed at the Gate of Peace and Stability and the 
Gate of Virtues Triumphant, the defending general Sun Tang at the West Straight Gate was 
facing an awkward dilemma. 


Esen’s troops were mainly cavalry, which were very mobile. After being defeated at the 
other two gates, they turned to the West Straight Gate on the west side of the city. That made 
the job of Sun Tang, the commander of the gate, a very tough one. 


Although the Gate of Virtues Triumphant and the Gate of Peace and Stability were the 
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north gates of the city and directly faced the enemy, it was for this reason that they were 
heavily defended. But the West Straight Gate didn’t have that kind of luxury. The number of 
soldiers assigned here and their fighting ability were limited. Esen’s soldiers also discovered 
this. Thus those who were attacking the other two gates turned toward here. They seemed to 
have come to a common understanding: the West Straight Gate is easier to attack, let’s go, let’s 
go! 

The main battleground of the Battle for the Defense of Beijing thus changed. 


Sun Tang was a comparatively capable general. He took his troops out of the gate to fight 
the enemy. He led his men charge into the Wala vanguard. He excelled at martial arts and was 
exceedingly brave. Leading his soldiers, he held his big knife to go into the fight. He killed 
many Wala soldiers. 


But Sun Tang’s bravery didn’t change the situation at the West Straight Gate. He was 
dismayed to find that the more Wala soldiers he killed, the more they came and the more 
ferocious they attacked. The defenders were on the verge of collapse. After a careful 
deliberation, he made a decision, flee. 


To a general, retreating from combat was really a humbling matter. But to Sun Tang 
himself, that would be something understandable. 


Iam a human being too. Why must a general die and mustn’t allowed to flee? 
How could you say his idea was wrong? 


But General Sun Tang quickly found out that there was an even bigger problem facing him, 
where to flee? 


Outside everywhere in the fields and on the hills were Wala troops. Fleeing outside wasn’t 


an option. That was the same as committing suicide. 


The best option would be to retreat into the city. But Master Yu Qian had issued that 
dreadful order and all the gates were tightly closed. 


Seeing the situation was precarious and with no other options available, he had to retreat to 


the gate and shouted to the parapet: “I can’t hold on anymore, let our troops in!” 
Now, the man at the top of the parapet was Cheng Xin. 


Cheng Xin was a civilian official. Specifically, he was a palace emissary, or a censor. In my 


view, this was a very interesting man. 


He saw everything clearly from the parapet and knew Sun Tang wasn’t a coward and was 
really not able to hold on anymore. But he had his order. He was also a somewhat stubborn 


man, or a man of fixed ideas in a more common term. Thus he didn’t open the gate, but stood 
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at the parapet and delivered a lengthy oratory to Sun Tang. 


Basically what he said was, although I know you're working really hard, the enemy is 
numerous, and you want to come in, which I can understand, but I have the order to not allow 
you in. Thus I can’t disobey the order to let you in. Actually if you can repel the enemy, then 
you will be able to come in. So I hope you will try harder. I’m going to shout and help you 
from the parapet. 


Those words stunned Sun Tang. If I am able to repel the enemy, why the hell I am asking 


you? If you don’t let me in, let it be so, why are you saying so much garbage? 


Having a censor as the supervisor of a general was an interesting combination. In many 
times it would have an extremely comical effect. 


Sun Tang understood it. Although the censor at the parapet said some garbage, his main 
message was Clear: 


The ones allowed to come in were of two kinds: victors or dead bodies! 
He turned back his horse and went into the raging combat. 


I can’t go in anyway, I'll die here fighting! Esen, this man of me is going to fight you to 
death! 


Sometimes people have to get to a sense to be willing to give up their lives to find a way 


out alive. 


Resolved to fight to death, Sun Tang waved his big knife and charged toward the enemy. 
Soldiers were encouraged by his bravery (actually he had no other choice) and everyone 
fought hard. The morale of the Ming troops was high and the situation was stabilized. 


Cheng Xin, standing on the parapet, did the things that were worthy of his name*. He 
didn’t mean nothing in his words. In additional to commanding the cheerleaders to cheer for 
Sun Tang, he also organized some soldiers and used blunderbusses and arrows to attack the 
Wala troops. He supported Sun Tang with actions. 


Just when the situation was at a stalemate, Shi Heng finally came. After he had soundly 
defeated Esen, he then took his troops on a big armed parade and went everywhere to fight 
Wala troops. Upon hearing that the West Straight Gate was being surrounded and attacked, he 
immediately came to help. Commanded by this fierce general, the Ming army quickly took 
care of the attacking Wala troops and pushed them back. 


Sun Tang, barely survived from sure death, finally extricated himself from the direst 
situation of his life. For his accomplishment in defending the city, he was rewarded after the 


“© Tn Chinese, Cheng Xin sounds exactly the same as the word trustworthy. 
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battle. But his wavering attempt and act made him a target of ridicule by other generals 
behind him. Many history documents also recorded the unglorified words like these: “Tang 
fought hard but couldn’t hold on and wanted to enter the city”. Ever since then, he continued 


to work in that kind of awkwardness as a general. 


But Sun Tang eventually restored his reputation. In the confusing night twelve years later, 
he proved his courage with his own action and thus salvaged his reputation. 


Esen’s second plan 


Now Esen was also on his road of fleeing. Behind him was a group of nearly mad Ming 
troops. Sabers in their hands, these men shouted for kill. It seemed that they would not give up 
until they could have him chopped into pieces. 


He finally understood Shi Heng’s pain. Running being chased by others was not a pleasant 
experience. 

I can no longer stay here and I better go back to the main camp. 

Esen’s main camp was located at Earth City, at the outskirt of the capital. It was at some 


distance from the capital, as well as Esen’s solid base for launching attacks. Of course, that was 
something not long ago. 


When Esen came back to here again, he learned profoundly the misery living under a leaky 
roof in a continuous rainy night. He was surprised to find out that on the way of his fleeing, 
many residents climbed atop of their roofs and generously threw bricks at him. For the first 
time Esen experienced the pain of being beaten by bricks. 


I can no longer stay at Earth City, better go now. 


Esen completely lost his hope. He came with great expectations but now ended up like this. 
His brother was shot to death. Tens of thousands of troops were routed. He himself was being 
chased around by Shi Heng, who was defeated by him. What a disgrace. 


From the initial hopeful ambitions to now utter disgrace, to Esen, the world had changed 
too fast. 


Actually given where he was, he should have just stopped there. For the moment, the 
wisest decision that could be made by Esen should be to retreat. 


But Comrade Esen was a man of strong will. Ever since he commanded his army he had 
been invincible and few could oppose him. Now he suffered a huge loss, how could he just 
leave like that? How could he go back to face his subordinates? 


Thus he decided to wait for five more days. If in five days his attack was ineffective, he 
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would change his plan. 


To Esen, it was very miserable to spend the five days. He wanted to use Zhu Qi Zhen to 
negotiate with the people in the city. Actually his request was not that unreasonable. A little 
money that allowed him to save face would be enough. But in the city Yu Qian didn’t even 
acknowledge him. Thus he used force. But he was always soundly beaten and routed. 


Neither fighting nor negotiations worked. In that way Esen stayed outside of the city for 
five days. Beijing’s October was windy and sandy. Esen swallowed five days of northwestern 
wind and got nothing. He could bear no more and he decided to implement his second plan. 


The second plan still featured attack by force. But this time, his target of attack was not 
Beijing, but Juyongguan. 

Juyongguan was the door of Beijing. If it was occupied, it would be equivalent to having 
Beijing’s throat clasped. After days of probes and attacks, Esen knew it was impossible to 
occupy Beijing. Thus he decided to go for the secondary target by attacking Juyongguan. With 
it taken, he would be able to attack or defend at will. It was not a bad tactical consideration. 


Esen reorganized his forces, mustered all he had (about fifty thousand per historical 
records), and turned to attack Juyongguan. 


Esen’s decision should be a correct one. There were not that many defenders in 
Juyongguan and it also didn’t have strong fortification. Although Esen’s forces were repulsed, 
they still possessed good fighting ability. Normally, Juyongguan wouldn’t be able to stop 
Esen’s attack. 


But unexpected by Esen, the situation at the time was just not normal. 


The general who commanded the defense of Juyongguan was Luo Tong. Just as Esen 
predicted, he didn’t have enough troops and a strongly fortified defense to resist Wala army’s 
attack. But it seemed Heaven didn’t want to disappoint them. Luo Tong, who seemed to be 
destined to lose, now got a helping hand, the weather. 


The first snow of 1449 fell earlier than usual. 


In October of year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449), it was already very cold. Luo 
Tong fully utilized his knowledge in physics. Facing the great army outside of the city, he 
leisurely ordered his troops to pour water on the city walls. When Esen saw this action from 
outside of the city, he was befuddled and didn’t know the purpose of this. He just issued the 
order to attack the pass the next day. 


The next morning, Esen found the answer to the strange behavior of the defenders 
yesterday. Overnight, Juyongguan, a brick and mortar structure yesterday had become a huge 
ice block. Not to mention attacking the city, people couldn’t even find a place to grip. Under 
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such a situation, Esen ordered to stop the attack and camped outside of the city. 


Esen was now almost at a breaking point. In summarizing his experiences in the past 
month, he painfully saw he was like a naive child being teased by Yang Hong, Yu Qian, Shi 
Heng, Luo Tong, and others. These were all very cunning men, who rarely faced him head on 
but rather used all kinds of tricks to fool him. But his brain wasn’t up to the task and again and 
again allowed them to be successful. Now he was in an awkward situation in which he could 


neither fight nor retreat. 


Given where the war was, Esen had long abandoned his hope to attack Beijing and the 
dream to restore the Great Yuan. Reality had smashed his dream. In my view, he needed 
nothing more than a chance to find a decent excuse to withdraw. 


Advance or withdraw, that was a question about reputation. 


Guided by such an idea, he idiotically waited outside of Juyongguan for seven days, 
hoping the iceberg in front of him would melt. He hoped that someone would give him a 
chance and an explanation so that he wouldn’t become a laughing stock of this mammoth 
military campaign. 

But what he got were only the arrows shooting out from the city and shots from the 
blunderbusses, as well as the merciless sneers from the defenders. 


It just can’t go on like this, let’s pack up and leave. 
Esen issued the order to withdraw. Wala’s army of fifty thousand began to pack and 
prepare to go home. 


But Luo Tong was a very hospitable man. He seemed to feel uneasy to have left his guest 
Esen outside of the city for days. Despite Esen’s opposition, he insisted on sending out fully 
armed soldiers to send Esen off. Thus “Thrice defeated Esen and numerous were killed.” 


Esen could no longer care for anything else. He began to realize this time his trouble was 
getting bigger. If he didn’t immediately escape, he might not even be able to remain alive. He 
took Zhu Qi Zhen and was preparing to withdraw beyond the mountain passes. 


On his way of retreat, Esen looked for the last time the city of Beijing that was so close but 
also so far. He sighed and left. 


Probably in commemoration of that forever unrealized dream, Esen bivouacked at a place 
not far from the city of Beijing to spend his last night in Beijing. 


Perhaps Esen wanted nothing but just a good night sleep, plus a good dream, and then 
depart the next day. But he never thought Yu Qian had prepared a handsome present for him 
as a farewell gift for him. 
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Esen was an experienced military commander. He already predicted the defenders in the 
city could launch a raid during the night. Thus he set up the camp at a distance from the city. 
In addition, because his forces were mostly cavalry, even if the defenders came out to attack, 
he would have ample time to react and withdraw the army. 


But this time Heaven once again played a hearty joke at his expense. Because he had not 
received systematic education on science and technology when he was young, Comrade Esen 


this time would suffer a big loss again. A loss resulted from lack of education. 


He had thought about everything but managed to forget that Yu Qian had a weapon, 
which enabled him to set him up for death without even getting close to him. The terrible 


weapon was Cannon. 


Cannon in Ming were based on developments in Song and Yuan. After improvements for a 
very long time, in the Perpetual Happiness years of Ming, cannon already had far greater 
ranges and power. Now Yu Qian had prepared dozens of cannon and aimed them at Esen’s 
camp and was ready to use this surprise present to send Esen off. 


In that night, Esen regretfully looked far at the city once again. In fact that was also his last 
glance of Beijing. What he could never understand was, his army was the best equipped, the 
morale was high, and the soldiers were strong, but his opponent’s main forces had all been 
destroyed, they were poorly equipped, the morale was low, and the soldiers were all reserves 
that were temporarily mustered and had no combat experiences. In such comparison of 
strengths, regardless what methods were used to predict and calculate, even by opinion polls, 
he couldn’t possibly have lost. 


But the reality was he lost. 
He probably didn’t know in that one month, how many earth shaking events had taken 


place in that city. But he could feel in that seemingly precarious city, there was a force 
supporting the defenders to resist him stubbornly. What defeated him and made the miracle 
was exactly that force. 


That force, is what we call courage. 


As a loser, Esen certainly would have many emotions. But now the victorious Yu Qian 
didn’t have that time. Now, he was busy at deploying the cannon and aiming the dreadful 
mouths at Esen’s camp, to get ready to host a grand gala of fireworks to send Esen off. 


At this point, some readers who pay attention to details may have found something 
conflicting. If Yu Qian had cannon, why didn’t he use them in the first place? Why only when 
Esen camped outside in the night and was preparing to retreat, did he use them? 


There were some good reasons in it. 
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Our impression of Yu Qian is that he was an upright and brave man. The facts confirmed 
that. But we often omit such a point, that Yu Qian was also a man who was an experienced 
and shrewd politician. He didn’t use cannon in the beginning of the war because there was a 


very special man, Zhu Qi Zhen. 


Zhu Qi Zhen was no longer the emperor, but if he was killed under the bombardment in 
front of the eyes of everyone in broad daylight, it wouldn’t have a good effect. The pressure of 
public opinion would be too great. Thus he couldn’t be too careless. We have also said before 
that the live or death of Zhu Qi Zhen was not that important. The man was important simply 
because that people knew he was the Honorary Supreme Emperor. It was for this reason, that 


previously during the battle the cannon were not widely used. 


But Yu Qian also wouldn’t give up using this kind of weapon. He fully exploited his 
flexibility in handling problems and had the tough problem resolved. 


If I can’t use it before people’s eyes, then I’m going to use them when you are far away. 
Even if you die under the bombardment, then if people don’t see that, people won’t be 
bothered. If I can’t do it in broad day light, then I’m going to use it in the night. The cannon 
don’t have eyes. In darkness even if there is “collateral damage”, in which the Honorary 


Supreme Emperor may get killed, it will be understandable. 


Lastly, if the body of Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen was found during the sweep of the battlefield, a 
posthumous name could be given. In the history books words like “died for his country 
heroically” could be written. The story that Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen bravely fought in combat and 
was killed by the overwhelming number of enemies could then be used to encourage posterity 


and educate the later generations. That would be a great accomplishment and a perfect ending. 


Thus in that night, when Esen’s soldiers were in their dreams and the camp was all quiet, 
the big guns of Ming began to roar. Dozens of guns fired at the same time. Esen’s camp 
became a sea of fire in an instant. Numerous number of Wala soldiers were killed in their sleep. 
The rest ran all over the places. Esen was awakened from his dream, drew out his knife, and 
was trying to organize resistance. But to his astonishment, he saw no enemy in front of him, 
but only those lethal gifts that continuously came down from the sky. 

The Wala camp was in total disorder. But the Ming troops far away were not in any hurry. 
They took the Wala soldiers as live targets. They aimed and fired at ease. It was a solid 
artillery aiming training session. 

Given where the battle was, there was nothing left to say. The Wala camp became a sea of 
fire. Casualties were heavy (cannon fired at the camp and ten thousand died). Not seeing a 
single enemy, Comrade Esen, along with his unfinished sweet dream, left this miserable place 
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in the night. 
Thus the Battle for the Defense of Beijing ended. Great Ming achieved a complete victory. 


The Battle for the Defense of Beijing was a very important battle in China’s history. If the 
battle was lost, China’s history would be rewritten. If the capital was taken, the north would 
have no fortification as defense. Half of the country would be tough to defend. The fate of the 
Great Ming Dynasty would also change. In this war that decided the history, with the main 
force annihilated, the emperor captured, troops insufficient, and morale completely depleted, 
the Ming government adopted the correct military and diplomatic strategies, defeated the 


invading Mongol army, secured the northern territory, and achieved the final victory. 


From a heap of loose sand and on the verge of collapse to being united as solid as a boulder, 
from dark and glum and enemy at the city to cloud dispersed and enemy routed, Ming finally 
was able to turn from danger to safety. The Battle for the Defense of Beijing was a tide turning 
miracle. The one who created the miracle was Yu Qian. 


When everyone was in despair, he stood up, took up the grave challenge, and saved the 
country from its demise. 


When the situation was in utter disorder and desperate, he single handedly took charge 
and toiled until victory came. 


Regardless how complicated and difficult was the situation and how dark was the prospect, 
he never gave up hope. He always insisted on hard work and resistance. 

To me, the Battle for the Defense of Beijing was not just something recorded in history as a 
war that took place on such a year, month, and day and between such powers. As well as the 
win or loss that resulted in the winner becoming nobles and loser becoming bandits. Behind 


these math equation-like words, there was hidden the glory of humanity. 


What this war revealed to us was not the achievements of princes, generals, and nobles. It 
was a story of courage and resolve. It was a legendary story about keeping one’s belief in 
desperation. 


Regardless how hopeless a situation is, never give up hope. Keep on, miracle can happen. 


Through his actions, Yu Qian had shown us this truth. 


Esen’s second enemy 


Esen withdrew back to outside of the mountain passes. But he didn’t want to admit his 
defeat. He hoped to reorganize his troops and through the passes to attack the capital city 
again. But just at that moment, a hidden enemy appeared and disrupted Esen’s plan. The 
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enemy was more terrifying than the Ming army because it was at Esen’s back. 


Toytoya Buga was a descendant of the Golden Lineage. He also was the Great Khan 
installed and supported by Esen. Esen was nothing more than just the imperial grand tutor of 
Mongol. In other words, he was Esen’s boss. But this boss at his job was really irritated, 
because he didn’t have enough military strength. Thus in front of his name people always 
added a prefix: puppet. 


Reality showed that Genghis Khan’s descendants were usually not wimps, at least this 
Toytoya Bugqa was not one. Per history records, he was a very smart and capable man. He was 
not satisfied with his position now. But he didn’t have enough capital and force to confront 
Esen. Thus he had suppressed his ambition. 


Coincidentally, the third leader of Wala tribe, the secretary general, Ala was also 
contemptuous of Esen. There was nothing surprising about that. For a powerful man like Esen, 
surely he would view himself as number one in the world and would not have anyone else in 
his eyes. Just like that, a schism appeared inside the seemingly powerful Wala. Esen was 
aware of these developments. But he thought he had the army and didn’t consider Toytoya 
Boga and Ala as a threat. He only thought they were just his lackeys, who would have to obey 
him. But he never thought that schism would completely destroy his grand plan and imperial 


ambition. 


These Wala infightings certainly didn’t escape the eyes of the Ming officials, who fully 
exploited it and widened the disagreements among them. The man who managed the covert 
operations was that seasoned undercover operative Hu Ying. Results showed that his work 


was very effective. 


Esen was still hopeful right after his withdrawal, because before his start of the campaign, 
he already ordered extra actors A, Toytoya Buqa, and B, Ala, to deploy outside the mountain 
passes. If his campaign didn’t work well, they would immediately enter the passes to fight 
with him together. But when he issued the order to join the forces, he was surprised to find 
that the two extra dudes had long ago disappeared. 


In fact the two dudes already had their own plan even before the start of the campaign. 
They thought if victory was achieved, it would still be Esen’s achievement but they wouldn’t 
be able to benefit from it. But if the campaign failed, they had to suffer losses. They wouldn’t 
want to be in such a business. They happily accepted Esen’s order and indicated that they 
would be willing to be reserves and wait in the back. 


When they heard about Esen’s defeat, they were ecstatic and celebrated. With the Ming 
government blowing more air and adding more fuel to the fire and working actively to 
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instigate defection, they became peace envoys even before Esen had fully withdrawn. They 


sent envoys and presented horses as gifts to seek peace with Ming. 


That brought Comrade Esen into a big trouble. Not to mention that he had been soundly 
defeated and was fleeing, even if he fled back there would be no one helping him. It wouldn’t 
be an overstatement to say he was in sore straits. But these were only small problems. The 
bigger problem was he was only Wala’s imperial grand tutor. Toytoya Buga was a puppet, but 
nominally he was still his boss. Now his boss had sought for peace, how could this grand tutor 
continue to fight? 


After some deliberations, seeing there were no future prospects and everyone had left him, 
Esen, with sadness filling his heart, had to put his unsheathed saber back and go back to his 
home to herd his cattle. His dream of conquering the world was thus forever shattered. 


History has proven for numerous times that those invaders who started wars would 


always eventually fail. 
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Zhu Qi Zhen’s Struggle 


A lonely resistance 


The stupendous Battle for the Defense of Beijing ended. With undaunted courage, Yu Qian 
defeated the invading army. His name was written in history and would be remembered by 
generations. Zhu Qi Yu also had his reputation greatly enhanced because of this victory. He 
solidified his position on the throne. In addition, Shi Heng, Yang Hong and all others were 
rewarded. To the Ming ruler and his officials, everyone was happy. But as they were 
congratulating each other in their celebrations, another man was struggling and fighting in 
misery just to keep himself alive. This unfortunate fellow was Zhu Qi Zhen. 


From Datong to Xuanfu, then Beijing, Zhu Qi Zhen had been forced to go from place to 
place. The mighty and noble emperor had become a hostage. The change of his role was 
certainly hard for him to accept, but what made him more vexed was that he already learned 
that he was no longer the emperor. His brother had succeeded in his place. 


Zhu Qi Zhen felt these changes. The frontier generals were careful to respond to him in the 
beginning, later they changed and no longer paid attention to him. Those men in the city 
clearly knew he was in Esen’s camp but they still served big cannon balls. All these told him 
that to the Great Ming, he had become a redundant man. 


The kidnappers also didn’t show any kindness toward him. Previously Esen was able to 
get something out of him. But slowly he found out that Ming wasn’t much interested in 
ransoming this man back. Not only did he have to live with the reputation as a kidnapper, he 
also had to feed Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen. Esen, who never did any business that would lose money, 
gradually lost his patience to this expired emperor and began to deliberately ignore him. 


Zhu Qi Zhen was in an awkward situation. People at home no longer wanted him and 
would not send men to ransom him anymore. The hostage takers also lost their interest in this 
expired hostage and could at any moment take his life. But he was alone in someone else’s 
land and lived in a den of tigers and wolves. Every day he had to roam around with the troops. 
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It was a truly dismal situation. He was trapped in the enemy camp. He could trust no one. 
He could rely on no one. There was no one to care for his daily activity. Actually bad food and 
treatment was only secondary, to Zhu Qi Zhen, what he had to think about every day was if he 
could live to the next day. 


Living in such kind of atmosphere every day, the enormous physiological and 
psychological pressure would have pushed anyone to madness. But surprisingly, Zhu Qi Zhen, 
who had been pampered and lived his life in luxury, managed to live through it. Not only that, 
he lived very well. That had to be considered a miracle. 


Zhu Qi Zhen’s situation probably was indeed very difficult because many Mongol soldiers 
who were sent to guard him and the ancestors of many Mongol nobles had suffered from 
losses against Zhu Di and the Ming army. Many of their family members also died in the 
hands of Ming. They held a deep hatred against him. But Zhu Qi Zhen’s dignified manner and 
style enabled him to almost conquer everyone around him. Even when he was inside the 
enemy camp, he never humbled himself to his enemy simply because of his status as a hostage. 
Even to those who insulted and slighted him, he was able to treat them politely. He was 
neither servile nor haughty. Gradually, those men who were initially hostile toward him were 
won over by him. 


Especially among them was Esen’s brother Boyan Temur. As a military general who had 
been through many combats, he initially despised the defeated Ming emperor. But since he 
became responsible for guarding Zhu Qi Zhen, the seemingly feeble young man continuously 
used the charm in his personality to influence him. Even under extremely dangers and 
difficult situations, this man still remained calm and treated others with honesty and never 
showed any sign of panic. Gradually, he began to admire and like this man. 


He changed his attitude. Not only did he show no disrespect to the man under his custody, 
he was courtesy to him. He even often brought his wife to see Zhu Qi Zhen and was very 
respectful of him, just like meeting his own superior or elderly. 


Boyan’s attitude toward him irked Esen, who never thought the prisoner could have 
managed to become a master of others. Not only did he not suffer, he managed to live 
comfortably. He also made his brother listen to and obey him. Even if he cracked his head, he 
couldn’t understand it. On this esoteric matter, his only reaction was anger. 


That feeling propelled him and stirred up an idea in his heart: kill Zhu Qi Zhen. 


Another crisis in Zhu Qi Zhen’s life would come again. 


309 


Zhu Qi Zhen’s Struggle 


Murder and strategy 


On the way marching toward Beijing, Esen’s army went by Black Woods (a place) and 
bivouacked there. He held a reception of the nobles with songs and dance performances. But 
in this banquet, another incident that very embarrassed Esen took place and made him decide 
to kill Zhu Qi Zhen. 


As the banquet got started, Boyan Temur, in front of everyone, was exceedingly polite to 
Prisoner Zhu Qi Zhen. That surprised everyone. His own brother was so respectful to this 
hostage! Where was his place! 


Esen was furious. He could tolerate that no more. He made up his mind. He would rather 
give up the ransom and human shield, in order to kill Zhu Qi Zhen, who made him lose his 


face! 


But killing Zhu Qi Zhen publicly would produce bad publicity. Esen made a detailed 
murder plan. Because Zhu Qi Zhen lived in Boyan Temur’s camp, obviously, Boyan Temur 
would not allow Esen to kill Zhu Qi Zhen. But his camp was dozens of lis away from Esen’s 
camp. To escape notice from people, Esen decided to send a man to secretly enter Zhu Qi 
Zhen’s tent during the night and eliminate him. Then even if Boyan Temur opposed to it, it 
would be too late. 

But just when the night was dark and quiet and when Esen decided to act, an unexpected 
incident occurred. 

The initially quiet night suddenly became thunderous and a rainy tempest. Not only that, 
the thunder blast even struck dead Esen’s horse! 


The posture of Heaven stunned Esen. Of course he would not associate the thunderstorm 
with stuff like cumulonimbus and positive and negative charges. To him, that was the furious 


response by Heaven to his murderous act. 
Yes, Heaven is really protecting this man. Feeling such, Esen withdrew his plan. 


In this way, Zhu Qi Zhen escaped from this misfortune. But Heaven seemed to want to 
continue to test him. On his road toward the future, there was an enemy even more dreadful 


than Esen waiting for him. 


In TV series, traitors and enemy collaborators are usually more despicable. In reality that is 


also true. The man that was even more dreadful and more difficult to deal with was Xi Ning. 


Not sure if what kind of psychological disease this dude was suffering from, ever since he 
became Esen’s man, he incessantly came up with ideas to destroy the country of Great Ming, 


as well as eliminate Zhu Qi Zhen. 
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After the defeat in Beijing, Xi Ning fully displayed his eunuch desire to get involved in 
politics. As Esen was in sore straits and a dead end, he told Esen, as if it was a great secret, that 
he had found a new way that would allow them to side step the capital to attack Ming and 
thus the entire country. 


Xi Ning’s plan was sophisticated. Specifically, it required an attack directly from outside of 
the mountain passes to Ningxia, then side step the capital, and advance toward Jiangsu and 


Zhejiang to occupy Nanjing, thus to occupy the country. 


I checked the map and estimated the distance. I at once felt that in this world, there is 
nothing that cannot be imagined and there are only things that cannot be done. Mr. Xi Ning 
showed his spirit of great courage, he even dared to ask to perform such a tough task. He was 
truly a tough man despite his physical disability. 

Of course, as usual, he still suggested to Esen and asked to bring Zhu Qi Zhen with him to 
con the gates, as well as act as a human shield. 


If the plan was actually put into implementation, not to mention if that grand goal could be 
realized or not, at least Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen could very probably be killed by a stray arrow or a 
blunderbuss at some mountain pass. The soldiers and people on the way would also suffer 


from it. 


Once again, Zhu Qi Zhen was at a cross road of his life. Ironically, he wasn’t aware of it. 


But fortunately, this time he had two men around him and helped him to get pass this obstacle. 


One of them was Yuan Bin, whom we have mentioned before. Another man’s name was 
Haming. 

Yuan Bin was a native of Jiangxi. Before that, he was only a lieutenant of Guards in Brocade. 
He never had the opportunity to be near to the emperor. But chance worked. The war not only 
made him Zhu Qi Zhen’s confidant and friend, but also, on his loyalty and resolve, created a 
legend of comradery in hardship that got preserved in history. 


The other one, Haming, was even more legendary. The man was not a Chinese, but rather a 
Mongol. But from his conduct, he didn’t seem to put himself on the side of his compatriots to 
ask for reward amidst the chaos of the war. Rather he was completely loyal to Zhu Qi Zhen. 
His conduct would shame man of those so-called loyal and righteous gentlemen. 


It was with the help of these two that Zhu Qi Zhen was able to defeat one enemy after 
another, overcome countless number of obstacles, and eventually get his freedom. 

Zhu Qi Zhen was not a man of keen political sense. Upon learning Xi Ning’s expedition 
plan, he didn’t see Xi Ning’s vile purpose. He was unsure about it. Thus he went to ask Yuan 
Bin and Haming. When the two heard about this, they were astonished. They immediately 
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told Zhu Qi Zhen: This trip is going to be very dangerous. Not only the weather will be cold, 
but also, big brother, your grace doesn’t know how to ride a horse. Even if you don’t die of 
cold and hunger, when you are at an outpost, what if the defending commander doesn’t take 
you seriously, then what do you do? 


Upon hearing these words, a chill went down through Zhu Qi Zhen’s spine. He at once 
decided that in no circumstance would he be on the expedition! 


Having made up his mind, Zhu Qi Zhen stood his ground. He declined Xi Ning’s plan 
again and again. He also requested Boyan Temur and others to lobby on his behalf. Eventually 
the plan to invade the south was put off for the time being. 


In this way, with the help from Yuan Bin and Haming, Zhu Qi Zhen scored a victory in this 


round of struggle. 


After this incident, Zhu Qi Zhen became more intimate with Haming and Yuan Bin. They 
were no longer master and servants but friends. Take note, in those times, it was not a good 
thing to take Zhu Qi Zhen as one’s friend. In Wala’s army, Zhu Qi Zhen was a prisoner. His 
accommodation was just a regular tent and carriage. In addition, this fellow was no longer an 
emperor and was always under the threat that at any time being dragged out and beheaded. 
And according to the statistics of authorities, since ancient times, very rarely a captured 
emperor managed to come back alive. To follow his grace the Honorary Supreme Emperor, 
not only one would not gain anything from doing that, but also his life was constantly at risk. 


If one wanted to bet on an investment, one didn’t have to invest in someone like Zhu Qi 
Zhen. The risk was too great and any return was too remote. 


Yuan Bin and Haming knew this very well. But they still adhered to their own principles 
and kept their loyalty to the last moment. When Zhu Qi Zhen was at the darkest moment of 
his life, they were always by his side. They enacted many deeply moving scenes that lasted in 
history. 


In the desert, there were big temperature swings during the day and night. During the day, 
it was unbearably hot. But in the night, it was chilly cold. Obviously, Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen wasn’t 
accustomed to living alone and lacked the ability to take care of himself. He also didn’t have 
eunuchs and chambermaids to serve him. He only had a thin blanket as cover. When darkness 
came and the temperature went down, he would shiver in the cold. At these moments, Yuan 
Bing always used his body to warm Zhu Qi Zhen’s feet. 


Some may think Yuan Bin’s action was nothing more than just the blind loyalty of an 
imperial servant. But the following event should prove that at least during this period, they 


were intimate friends. 
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In a march, Yuan Bin caught a cold. In that circumstance, it would be nearly fatal. Wala 
wouldn’t designate anyone to take care of Yuan Bin. Zhu Qi Zhen was extremely worried. He 
had no idea on how to deal with it. In desperation, he tightly hugged Yuan Bin and used 
human’s most primitive method to keep Yuan Bin warm, until Yuan Bin sweated profusely 


and recovered. 


In those times of hardship, almost everyone abandoned Zhu Qi Zhen. But that was 
understandable. After all, even a blind man could see that barring any miracle, this Mr. Zhu Qi 
Zhen could only hope to die old in an alien country. But regardless how precarious the 
situation was, Yuan Bin and Haming always stayed with him. They wouldn’t abandon him. 


We call this behavior camaraderie in dire straits. 


In human history, emperors were the ones who had the most difficulty to befriend others. 
But we have sufficient reason to believe that this time Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen indeed found two 
friends, who weren’t looking for fame and wealth. More preciously, Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t repeat 
the course of his ancestors, who played old plays in which they shared pains but not pleasures. 
In latter years, his status changed greatly, but he always remembered those years of sufferings 
and kept his friendship with Yuan Bin and Haming. 


Just like that, Zhu Qi Zhen, Yuan Bin, and Haming stuck together and kept fighting against 
the odds under extremely difficult circumstances. But they slowly discovered that it wasn’t an 
easy thing to keep themselves alive. One man was very unwilling to see them being alive. He 
wanted them dead. 


Again, the man was Xi Ning. 


Xi Ning loathed Zhu Qi Zhen. He also detested Yuan Bin and Haming, who were loyal to 
him. That seemed to be understandable. In the eyes of a traitor, everyone should be a traitor. 
But Yuan Bin and Haming violated that rule. Many times he urged Esen to kill Zhu Qi Zhen. 
But because of Boyan Temur’s protection, as well as Esen’s political concerns, his idea was 
hard to implement. Then an idea flashed through is mind, he wanted to start with Yuan Bin. 
But he lacked an excuse. Then the occurrence of an incident almost enabled him to fulfill his 
plot. 


This is what happened. To improve the relationship with Ming and for future prospects, 
Esen wanted to marry his sister to Zhu Qi Zhen. It was not known if it was because of the look 
of his sister or if Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t want to be a man marrying into his family, Zhu Qi Zhen 
firmly declined. But he was still his prisoner. It was already a great gesture for a kidnapper to 
be willing to take the hostage as his in-law. If Esen was angered, it could mean that he would 
have to bear all the consequences regardless if he could bear them of not. Thus Zhu Qi Zhen 
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came up with a very clever reason to refuse this marriage proposal. 


Zhu Qi Zhen said: Iam honored that you want to marry your sister to me. I also very much 
want to marry her. But my problem is that I am still hunting in the wild (the so-called hunting 
in the north is a euphemistic way of addressing a captured emperor in history books). 
Although I want to marry your sister, the protocol will not be proper. It will be an utter 
violation of protocol. Once I am back, I will marry your sister in a more serious manner. 


Zhu Qi Zhen played a round of Taichi. “Once I am back” meant “if you want me to marry 
your sister, you'd have to allow me to go back”. After such a round, the ball was back in Esen’s 


court. 


Although Esen was an unrefined man, he was not stupid. Upon hearing this, he was 


furious. 
Talk about this after you get back? When? I don’t want to release you yet! 


Esen now saw that the seemingly feeble young man was actually very cunning. He really 
wanted to make use of his knife to release his anger. But considering the political impact, he 
had to restrain himself. But at that moment, Xi Ning took the opportunity and made a secret 
report to Esen. He said all these words were taught to Zhu Qi Zhen by Yuan Bin and Haming. 


The secret report was a pernicious one. Esen was bothered by not having something to vent 
his anger, thus he targeted Yuan Bin and Haming. He began to look for an opportunity to kill 
the two. Luckily Zhu Qi Zhen got the word of it. He thus arranged to have Yuan Bin and 
Haming to live together with him. He never left them for a moment. Esen, concerned with 
propriety, also was reluctant to take the action in front of Zhu Qi Zhen. Thus Yuan Bin and 
Haming were able to have their lives saved. 


But Zhu Qi Zhen couldn’t stay with Yuan Bin and Haming for twenty four hours a day. He 
also had to go out sometimes. It was a short time, but it almost resulted in a big tragedy. 


Once, Zhu Qi Zhen came back from a visit to Boyan Temur. He discovered Yuan Bin was 
missing. He was shocked and asked the people around him. He learned that Esen had sent 
men to summon him. Zhu Qi Zhen immediately sensed something was wrong. Putting aside 


everything else, he made sure the direction for which Yuan Bin left and at once set out. 


Zhu Qi Zhen couldn’t ride. He had to run all the way. Despite sweating profusely, he 
dared not to slack a moment, because he knew this trip of Yuan Bin’s was very ominous. If he 
didn’t hurry up, he probably would only be able to see his head. 

Luckily, Heaven rewarded those who strived hard. The weak Zhu Qi Zhen, dashing and 
running, finally caught up with Yuan Bin. Just as he predicted, the men who were sent by Esen 
were getting ready to kill Yuan Bin. Now Zhu Qi Zhen showed the tougher side of him. 
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Seeing that Yuan Bin was in danger, he rushed up to excoriate Esen’s men. He threatened 
with his own death and would in no way allow them to kill Yuan Bin. These men, seeing that 
the usually expired feeble emperor even was willing to risk his own life, were stunned. Then 
they release Yuan Bin. 


In that way, with his courage, Zhu Qi Zhen rescued his friend from under Esen’s knife. But 
they also recognized at the same time if they couldn’t remove the number one traitor Xi Ning, 
this sort of thing would happen again. Then the end would be hard to predict. To solve the 
huge problem hanging over their heads, after some careful deliberations, Zhu Qi Zhen plotted 
with Yuan Bin and Haming, and came up with a perfect plan. 


Zhu Qi Zhen’s setup 


In January of year one (AD 1450) of Magnificently Tranquil (Zhu Qi Yu’s reign year), Zhu 
Qi Zhen suddenly changed his usual stance and on his own initiative went to Esen. He 
indicated he would like to help to ask for ransom from the capital. 


Upon hearing this, Esen was jubilant. He was just in need of money. It was really 
surprising that even the hostage himself proposed to ask for the ransom. He at once asked who 
should be sent and when to leave. 


But Zhu Qi Zhen, apparently not in a hurry, told him that the men could leave at any time. 
But he had a condition, that the envoy must be designated by him. 

To Esen it didn’t sound like a condition. As long as you are willing to ask for money, 
everything is open for discussion. He immediately agreed. 

Zhu Qi Zhen, in a seemingly careless manner, uttered two candidates he had selected. One 
was Gao Ban. The other one, you should be able to guess even if I didn’t say, was Xi Ning. 


Zhu Qi Zhen presented his condition and waited for Esen’s reply. But Esen seemed to have 
been overwhelmed by his jubilance. How could he have cared who were sent? He would send 
Xi Ning or any Xi, as long as they would be able to bring back money. 


He fully consented and at once ordered Xi Ning to prepare to depart. 


Xi Ning was rather interested in the mission. He was initially just a eunuch in the palace, 
and then he became a traitor running dog. Now he had a title as a diplomat and would act as 
an envoy with all the dignity and pomp. It would be a really good thing that would make his 
ancestors proud. But he could never imagine that one of his feet was already inside the door to 
hell. 


Now Zhu Qi Zhen could exhale a deep breath. When he saw Esen happily nodded his head, 
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he saw his setup was finally working. 


In the previous months, in order to get rid of Xi Ning, Zhu Qi Zhen, Yuan Bin, and Haming 
had discussed many times. Finally they decided to use the Ming army to kill Xi Ning. But the 
problem was how to send Xi Ning to the Ming army. Obviously the best method would be to 
send Xi Ning as an envoy to Ming. But it had to be agreed by Esen. 


Then how to make Esen listen to their order? After a careful deliberation, they found a fatal 
weakness in Esen, that he loved money. Thus they decided to let Zhu Qi Zhen propose to ask 
for ransom from Ming and suggested to get Xi Ning to go. Esen, who would be ecstatic, should 


for certain agree. 

The progress of the event was exactly in the way they hoped. Both Esen and Xi Ning didn’t 
see the thing behind it. The first step of the scheme thus completely succeeded. 

Then it was the second step, which was even more critical. They had to let the Ming official 
who would receive the envoys know Zhu Qi Zhen’s intention to have Xi Ning killed. 


One needs to know that the protocol said that envoys of the warring sides would not be 
harmed. If it was not clearly indicated, Ming would not carelessly kill Wala envoys. Thus to 
have the message delivered, they needed the help of another envoy. Thus for this they selected 
another man as the second envoy. This man was Gao Ban. 


Not much was known about Gao Ban. Among those Ming soldiers who were captured, he 
was only an obscure low level officer. But the fact that Zhu Qi Zhen assigned such an 
important task to him indicated that the man had earned Zhu Qi Zhen’s trust. Reality showed 
that he didn’t disappoint the trust the Honorary Supreme Emperor placed on him. 


To maintain secrecy, Gao Ban didn’t receive the instruction ahead of time. Thus he had 
always thought he was going to request for ransom, until the night prior to his departure. 
Taking the opportunity that everyone was busy, Yuan Bin met Gao Ban secretly and gave him 
a secret letter. Once Gao Ban read it, he understood the real purpose of his trip. 


The content of the letter was simple and it could be summarized in nine words: 
Once in Xuanfu, find ways to arrest Xi Ning! 
Of course all these were conducted in secrecy. Esen and Xi Ning knew nothing about this. 


In that way, proud and exuberant, Xi Ning departed with his Wala soldiers accompanying 
him toward the Ming frontier fortress Xuanfu. He had every reason to be proud because that 
was the first time he acted in the capacity as a diplomat. Of course, it was also his last time. 


He would also not know that behind him, Gao Ban was staring coldly. 


Traveling day and night, the envoys and their men came to Xuanfu. The one received them 
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was Commander Jiang Fu, who, just as Zhu Qi Zhen and his men expected, didn’t understand 
the purpose of the trip by these men. He thought they just came to ask for money and thus 
planned to deal with them and send them back. Xi Ning of course was not satisfied. But Gao 
Ban had another plan. He found a chance to tell Jiang Fu the real purpose of his trip. Now 


Jiang Fu knew these men didn’t come to ask for money, but rather came to deliver a gift. 
The gift was Xi Ning’s head. 


Jiang Fu’s attitude suddenly changed. He indicated it was not an easy trip for the envoys to 
have come from far away. He would invite them to dine outside of the city. Xi Ning thought 


the matter took a turn for the better and happily accepted the invitation. 


But as soon as they got there and even before they sat down, the troops hidden there 
emerged. The accompanying Wala soldiers surrendered. Xi Ning, seeing the situation changed, 
turned his head to find Gao Ban. He wanted to flee with him together. But Gao Ban suddenly 
shouted “Nab the traitor!” and then held him tightly so that he couldn’t move. Men came up 
and arrested the traitor. 


Now Xi Ning realized his career as a diplomat was over. That time was not like today, he 
couldn’t hope for diplomatic immunity. What waited him would be the trial and punishment 
by Ming. 

On the end of Mr. Xi Ning, history books have different records. Some say he was 


beheaded, some say he was executed by slicing. Anyway, he was dead and his despicable life 
ended. 


Xi Ning’s death had a great impact to the political situation at the time. Thereafter Esen lost 
his most reliable aide and information source. He could no longer attack the Ming frontier 
forts at will. Zhu Qi Zhen also eliminated the biggest obstacle for his return. 


When Xi Ning’s death was heard by Zhu Qi Zhen, he was so excited that he wasn’t able to 
say anything. Yuan Bin and Haming were also extremely happy. They seemed to think the day 
for their return to home wasn’t far away. 


Xi Ning was dead. No one would have his mind and heart set on harming Zhu Qi Zhen 
any more. Esen also seemed to have lost interest in him. He repeatedly indicated that if Ming 
sent men to receive him, he would release him. He also for many times sent his representatives 
to indicate this wish of his. It seemed that the matter on Zhu Qi Zhen’s return was in 
everyone’s interest and would happen without any more efforts. But something strange 
happened. Representatives were sent repeatedly but all those attempts met with silence from 
Ming. 

Zhu Qi Zhen knew his brother Qi Yu had taken his place and became the emperor. He 
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didn’t care all those because he knew on his record of his loss at Fort Tumu and his status now, 
he would absolutely not be able to reclaim his throne. Also his brother succeeding him was a 


logical result. 
By all means, he just wanted to go home. 


He longed for people from home to get him and take him home. It would be a good thing if 
they could just come to pay a visit. But he was always disappointed. Gradually he understood: 


He longed for going home but the people at home didn’t long for him. His good brother of 
yore and now the current emperor Zhu Qi Yu also seemed to not want to see him anymore. 


Esen also didn’t want to keep him anymore. But his brother Zhu Qi Yu also didn’t want to 
take him back. Zhu Qi Zhen had become a big burden. No one liked him and everyone wanted 
to stay as far away from him as possible. 


In my view, this was Zhu Qi Zhen’s biggest tragedy. 


In such an awkward situation, both Yuan Bin and Haming felt very despondent. But 
surprisingly, Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t give up. He still stood at the top of a slope looking far to the 


south. Regardless of rain or sun, he persisted and never stopped. 


Both Yuan Bin and Haming were completely moved by Zhu Qi Zhen. They admired him 
but couldn’t understand it. They didn’t know what kind of force was supporting this man so 
that even in such a hopeless situation he would still adhere to his belief. 


“Why do you always insist on hoping to return home?” 


“Because I am certain that at that side, there is still a person waiting for my return.” 


The lone watcher 


A thousand lis away there was indeed a person waiting for Zhu Qi Zhen’s return. Even if 
the people of the entire world had abandoned Zhu Qi Zhen, this person would still be waiting 
for him. 

She was Zhu Qi Zhen’s wife, Empress Qian. 

After the defeat at Fort Tumu and Zhu Qi Zhen’s capture, the entire court got busy. Some 
prepared themselves to flee and others prepared to fight. Some were busy selecting another 


emperor in order to find a different way out. No one bothered to mind the woman who lost 
her husband. 


That seemed to be a logical outcome. Before the great tempest, what could a woman do? 
Zhu Qi Zhen was already an expired emperor, not to mention his wife. 


But to this woman, Zhu Qi Zhen, the man who had been abandoned by everyone, was her 
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husband and was her only thing in her heart. 


She only knew she could do away with anything, she only wanted the peaceful return of 
her husband. 


She was not as experienced as Yu Qian and Wang Zhi, who were good decision makers. 
She had no other means. When she heard she could use money to get her husband back, she 
collected all of her assets and sent to Esen. She only wanted the hostage to come back safely. 
But the result disappointed her. 


What happened next everyone knew. Yu Qian dominated the overall situation. Zhu Qi Yu 
became the new emperor and Zhu Qi Zhen became the Honorary Supreme Emperor. The 
entire court thought he was a burden. No one wanted to be bothered about him. No one 
would want to spend the money to ransom him. 


The unpredictable changes of the political situation took place in front the eyes of the 
woman. During this period, she fully experienced the true nature of human relationships and 
friendships. Amid the dazzling changes, she had neither means nor ability to do anything to 
get her husband back. There was only one way left, cry. 


Sure, crying was useless. But to a woman who had lost everything, besides crying, was 
there any better way? 

She cried and cried. She cried during the day and then in the night. It was “cry to the sky 
and lay tired on the ground”. The story of the Woman of Mengjiang’s cry brought down the 
Great Wall was just a folk lore. In histories written by strongmen, there has never been a place 


for tears. 


Crying did nothing to bring her husband back but rather harmed her body. Because of long 
period prostrating on the ground and crying and very little movement, one of her legs became 
crippled. Finally, she shed no more tears, it was not because she stopped crying but because 
her eyes were blinded and there were no more tears. 


She could do nothing and could only wait in silence and waited for the happening of a 
miracle. She waited for one day her husband to suddenly appear in front of her. 


Thus the crippled and blind woman began her lone watch. Although the prospect was 
murky and seemed to be hopeless, she always believed: 


One day, he will be back because he also knows there is a woman here waiting for him. 


Empress Qian hoped her husband’s return. But Zhu Qi Yu rather didn’t want his brother to 


return. 


As the emperor who led the Battle for the Defense of Beijing, Zhu Qi Yu’s reputation 
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reached a high point. Comparing to his defeated brother, Zhu Qi Yu now was the man people 
admired. Officials saluted him and people were deeply grateful of him. The pleasure of 
commanding the world also made him understand the magic of imperial power. He now 
understood why so many people vied for this position. 


He sat in the dragon chair and looked at the officials kneeling below him. He felt an 
unprecedented sensation of satisfaction and pleasure. 


Yes, this is a seat that belongs to me, me alone. I am no longer a regent and no longer an 
agent. Now Iam the supreme emperor of Ming, the only emperor! 


On my good brother Zhu Qi Zhen, let him continue his hunting outside of the mountain 
passes. Although the life there is hard, I believe he will like and get used to the life there. Of 
course, if he just dies there it will be better and it’ll settle everything for good. 


Brother, Iam no longer longing for you, farewell. 
In front of power, there has never been a place for brotherhood. 


In our impressions, Yu Qian’s historical achievement should now have earned him 
magnificent glory and the heart and soul of every one. In fact it was indeed so. But at the same 
time, troubles also came to him. 


A big tree attracts more wind. Once a man becomes famous, there will always be troubles. 


Ancient people were not exceptions. 


After the victory of the Battle for the Defense of Beijing, to show his appreciation for Yu 
Qian’s contribution to the dynasty, Zhu Qi Yu conferred many title on him. He was awarded 
the title of assistant imperial master tutor (secondary first grade). He also wanted to award 
titles to his son. 


Yu Qian single handedly salvaged the precarious situation and reversed the tide. Everyone 
in the Court saw that. Rewarding him with the titles was logical and reasonable. He deserved 
them. But Yu Qian declined. 


He declined all the rewards. He said: Allowing the enemy to come to the capital is a shame 
for our officials. How can I ask for rewards! But Zhu Qi Yu insisted on him accepting them. 
Reluctantly, he only accepted the title of assistant imperial master tutor and declined all other 
awards. 


Although disappointed, Zhu Qi Yu had to consent. Thus the way to address him as 
assistant imperial master tutor became known to the people. 


It was not easy for Yu Qian to conduct himself that way. The salaries of Ming officials were 
very low. Yu Qian was secondary first grade, but if he relied solely on his salary, it was barely 
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just enough for him to feed himself and his family. He was honest in his official dealings and 
never received bribes. He maintained a poor family. Later when his home was raided, the men 
who did the raids were surprised to discover that Yu Qian, despite being an official who 
topped all others, was really a pauper. 


But even to such a virtuous and able Yu Qian, there were men who would nitpick on him 
and find reasons to accuse him. 


The first one who made trouble was Luo Tong, the commander of Juyongguan. He wrote 
to the emperor and said the Battle for the Defense of Beijing was just a so so battle. Not only 
that, he said there were men who made false claims on their battle records and positions were 
offered frivolously. There was also a very interesting statement in the report: “Those who wear 
jade belts and sable furs are all the ones who just wanted to keep themselves alive in order to 
be in office and get rewarded.” 


This dude was apparently psychologically imbalanced. His target and purpose were very 
obvious. Even historians later saw it clearly: “intended to defame Yu Qian, Shi Heng, and 


others.” 


Yu Qian never expected men would accuse him this way. He submitted his memorials to 
rebuke the accusation. He indicated the records of all those men who were rewarded during 
the battle had been recorded and there were not that many men anyway. From where did the 
allegations of giving away awards frivolously come from? He was very angry and indicated if 
Luo Tong thought offices were given away without merit, his own position could be taken 
back and he would rather go back to mind his own work. 


Luo Tong’s act infuriated the officials. They all thought Yu Qian ably performed his job. 
That calmed the political storm. 


But soon after, Imperial Academician Liu Ding Zhi submitted his memorial to accuse Yu 
Qian. The purpose of this memorial was even more clear and the words were more 
inflammatory, some of the excerpts are: 


For example, “The Battle at the Gate of Virtues Triumphant was really even on wins and 
losses. Both sides suffered casualties. Although it was not something deserving punishment, it 
was also not something worthy of rewards either.” 


There was an even more flagrant one: “Yu Qian got promoted from second grade to first 
grade but the country doesn’t know his achievements and see only his rewards.” 


Mr. Yu Qian stepped up when the country was in dire straits. He turned the situation 
around and got the city defended and the safety of the lives and properties of the officials and 
people. Afterwards, he declined rewards and only accepted the nominal title of secondary first 
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grade. But this Liu Ding Zhi was still not content and out of nowhere made up the conclusion 
that “the country didn’t know his achievements but see only his rewards.” 


Mr. Liu Ding Zhi didn’t achieve anything during the battle. But at leisure time he appeared 
to make accusations. When reading such kind of strange writings, we can arrive at a theory: 
One doesn’t need a reason to love someone and one also doesn’t need a reason to accuse 


someone. 


Latter historians saw this more clearly. They summarized the emergence of this 
phenomenon in one sentence: “Qian’s achievements saved the dynasty, which caused those 


jealous of him to censure him in harsh languages.” 


Initially Yu Qian became very intense and submitted his memorials to rebuke those 


accusations. Later he didn’t take them that seriously anymore. 


Actually Yu Qian didn’t have to be so excited and angry. These kinds of things were 
inevitable. A big tree catches more wind, that aphorism has never failed for thousands of years 
and there has been no exception. It has withstood the test of time. 


Regardless how many attacks were directed at Yu Qian and despite later he was even 
framed by his political enemies with conspiracies, his achievements and results were never 
really obliterated. History eventually proved his greatness. 


Justice was in people’s hearts. 


Yu Qian was slandered by others because of his fame. The experience of the other key 
official, Wang Zhi, was also not good. He was also excoriated. But the difference was that the 
one who excoriated him was not an official, but the emperor. The reason for his excoriation 


was because he was too naive. 


What kind of naive thing did he do to irk the emperor? The answer was simple. He made a 
proposal that Zhu Qi Yu very disliked in trying to get Zhu Qi Zhen back. 


322 


Chapter Twenty 


Homebound 


Initially, after being defeated, Esen repeatedly sent men to suit for peace. Wang Zhi, the 
minister of personnel at the time, wanted to take the opportunity to get Zhu Qi Zhen back. In 
fact his original intention was not to get Zhu Qi Zhen back to reinstate him as the emperor. He 
just thought it was a disgrace to have the Honorary Supreme Emperor taken as a prisoner out 
there. If now he could manage to get Zhu Qi Zhen back, it would be a win for the glory of the 
country. 


But their proposal was contrary to Zhu Qi Yu’s taste. The new emperor just got his seat 
warmed. His head ached when he heard the name Zhu Qi Zhen. He only hoped his brother to 
go as far away as possible. If possible, it would be best to send him to another planet so that he 
could never come back. Thus he put it aside and ignored it. 


But Wang Zhi was a man of only a single idea. He mistook that the reason for Zhu Qi Yu to 
ignore him was because he hadn’t made up his mind. Thus he audaciously submitted a 
memorial to express his opinion. It wouldn’t have mattered much if he just submitted a plain 
memorial, but the unsophisticated fellow wrote something that was taboo, which infuriated 
Zhu Qi Yu. The matter became a more serious issue. 


What did he write? Now we have it copied here: “Your Majesty’s position has been 
solidified. If the Honorary Supreme Emperor returns, he will not have his reign. If Your 
Majesty just keeps him revered, it will be a historical act of sublimity.” 


Actually Wang Zhi wrote those words after careful deliberations. He already sensed it was 
the concern about the throne that made Zhu Qi Yu to go against getting Zhu Qi Zhen back. 
Thus he explicitly stated even if Zhu Qi Zhen returns, he would not vie for your throne. So, 
just rest assured! 


Seen from this angle, there didn’t seem any problems with the statement. Then what ticked 
off Zhu Qi Yu? 


Wang Zhi thought through everything but omitted one point. Although it was a matter 
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that everyone understood, it was something buried deep in Zhu Qi Yu’s heart. Even gods 
weren't supposed to reveal an emperor’s inner feeling, but you Wang Zhi revealed it. You 
thought you were smart! 


Surely enough, after reading it, Zhu Qi Yu was incensed and thought it was intended to 
expose his weakness. He managed to compose a treatise as a reply to Wang Zhi! In it, he said 
the reason for him not to receive Zhu Qi Zhen was because Esen was too cunning. He was 
concerned Esen would use the opportunity to attack. Thus he didn’t act right away. He 
wanted the officials to consider more carefully before acting on it. 


That was obviously a delay tactic. In fact he didn’t want to do it. Additionally, there were 
brilliantly written words in his treatise that probably could be taken as his defense: 


“I’ve read your memorial. You are right. But this job is not what I wanted. It was forced 
upon me by Heaven, my ancestors, my family, and all of you military and civilian officials.” 


Wang Zhi was greatly stunned. Now he saw he had touched the emperor’s soft spot. 
Grudgingly, he shut up and had to drop the matter. 


The matter was put aside. But just one month later, Esen once again sent envoy to suit for 
peace and expressed his desire to send Zhu Qi Zhen back. But Zhu Qi Yu was cool to the idea 
and didn’t want to discuss it. That led to clatters among the officials. Even Hu Ying, the 
seasoned minister of rites, also indicated if Zhu Qi Zhen could be welcomed back, why 
couldn’t it be done? 


In this situation, Zhu Qi Yu could no longer sit still. He decided to have a court session to 


severely reprimand all those officials. 


The court session was held publically. Wang Zhi, Hu Ying, and Yu Qian were all at the 
meeting. Right at the beginning, Zhu Qi Yu, unlike before, in a very harsh tone, condemned 
Wala’s crimes. He also indicated there would be no discussion about peace with Wala. 


Before the officials could even have time to make sense of it, he aimed his attack at Wang 
Zhi. The poignancy and the harshness of his words were highly unusual: 


“You people always bring up this matter. What do you really want to do?!” 


These words greatly stunned Wang Zhi. But the tough man was truly not a funk. He 
confronted the emperor: “Ever since the Honorary Supreme Emperor was captured, he should 
have long been recovered. If he is not welcomed back now, it will be too late to regret in the 
future!” 


Wang Zhi could be said as really a tough guy, he even dared to pick on the emperor. But 
his rashness not only didn’t help to resolve the matter, but also completely enraged Zhu Qi Yu 
and pushed him to utter even more shocking words. 
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Wang Zhi’s retort infuriated Zhu Qi Yu even more. He shouted: “I never cared about this 
seat. Weren’t you initially the ones who forced me to be the emperor? How come you now say 
words like that?” 


Wang Zhi was stupefied. He didn’t expect the emperor could become so angry. The 
officials were frightened and didn’t dare to say more. The atmosphere was awkward. 


Now a man who had been a bystander broke the uneasiness. This man was Yu Qian. 


In fact Yu Qian was also a man of profound sophistication. He already clearly saw the 
situation and also understood Zhu Qi Yu’s psychological transition and the reason of his fury. 
After a careful deliberation, he stood out and resolved the deadlock in just one sentence. 


“The will of the Heaven has already been decided, how can be there anything else!” 


Those words were as needed as the rain in a drought. Zhu Qi Yu’s gloomy face turned 
sunny. Yu Qian then took the opportunity to suggest an envoy should be sent to ensure the 


security of the border. It would be better to send someone there. 


Yu Qian’s words soothed Zhu Qi Yu. As long as the throne was still his, everything could 
be discussed. 


The cloud over his face was cleared. He smiled and repeatedly said to Yu Qian: “Do as you 


say, do as you say.” 


Every time I read this, I admire Yu Qian from the bottom of my heart. Not only was he 
courageous to take on challenges, he was also able to see inside the heart of the emperor. It 
was not an easy feat. 


The plan was decided. Ming sent out her envoy. 
The name of the envoy was Li Shi. At the time, he was the deputy minister of rites. 


Here I am specifically pointing out this man’s position because there was a big question 
about it. Everyone knows that a deputy minister was an official of third grade. For someone to 
be a diplomat, a certain level was required. It was not a low rank for someone of this position 
to go out as an envoy. It seemed that Zhu Qi Yu placed a great importance to this visit. But I 
checked historical records and found there was something behind it. 


Just a few days back, this dude was not the deputy minister of rites. His original position 
was only a palace emissary (grade seven)! Just before his departure, he was given the position 


to make him an envoy. 


If it was a diplomatic mission, certainly a letter of credence was needed. But there was a big 
problem with the letter. It basically said: “You killed the people of Ming, but Ming is also 
capable of killing you people! We the Great Empire of Ming occupy a vast territory and have a 
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large population. We don’t attack you because we are afraid of disobeying the will of Heaven. 
We have learned that you have withdrawn, showing you are afraid of Heaven. I am very 
satisfied and I am sending out an envoy.” 

See, everyone, is this like a letter suiting for peace? Probably it could be used as a letter for 
declaration of war. In addition, there was nothing in it on getting Zhu Qi Zhen back. Its 
intention was obvious to everyone. 

When Li Shi read the letter and found there was nothing about getting Zhu Qi Zhen back, 
he was greatly surprised. He immediately went back to the Cabinet. He was just too simple 
minded and thought it was omitted when an official drafted it. But unexpectedly, on his way 
he ran into Zhu Qi Yu’s trusted eunuch Xing An. Thus he asked him about this. Xing An 
didn’t want to discuss this with him and reproached him in a loud voice: “Take the letter and 
depart now, why should you care so much?” 


Li Shi then understood the emperor’s purpose. 


Just like that, a low level official departed with a so-called letter of credence for peace. To 
me, it was another travesty. 


When Zhu Qi Zhen, who was two thousand lis away, heard the news, he was jubilant. He 
thought that was a sign the day for his return was not far away. But he could never expect that 
the man named Li Shi was not there to get him back. On the contrary, he was there to reproach 
him. 

Now, Li Shi, a man who just got an important assignment, probably also didn’t imagine 
that an insignificant man like him, who was destined to remain in obscurity, would make a 
name for himself for this mission and leave two legendary dialogs in history. 


A legendary dialog 


On July 11 of year one of Magnificently Tranquil, Li Shi arrived at Shibatuer, where Esen’s 
headquarters was located. Then he was led to see Zhu Qi Zhen. 


When they met, both were very emotional. Tears flowed on their faces. But based on their 
conversation later, the reasons for them to shed tears were probably different. 


After exchanging pleasantry, a very interesting historical dialog thus began. 


Zhu Qi Zhen: Are the empress dowager (Empress Dowager Sun), the emperor (Zhu Qi Yu), 
and the empress (Empress Qian) all well? 


Li Shi: Everyone is well. Be assured, the Honorary Supreme Emperor. 


Zhu Qi Zhen: It’s cold here. I need some clothes. Have you brought some clothes with you? 
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Li Shi: Sorry. I came in a hurry and forgot to bring them. 
Zhu Qi Zhen: ...... 


Li Shi: I and my aides brought a few garments for our own use and the Honorary Supreme 


Emperor may keep them. 
Zhu Qi Zhen: We eat only beef and mutton here. Have you got any food? 
Li Shi: am sorry. I don’t have any. 
Zhu Qi Zhen: ...... 
Li Shi: [have some rice here, that the Honorary Supreme Emperor may consume. 


Zhu Qi Zhen: These are trivial matters. You are here to help me to handle more important 
matters. I have been here for a year, why haven’t you come to get me back? 


Li Shi: I don’t know. 


Zhu Qi Zhen: Now Esen has agreed to release me. Please go back and tell the emperor and 
send men to fetch me. If I can go back, I’d be willing to live as an ordinary man! I'd be willing 
to just live to be my ancestors’ tomb keeper! 


At this moment, Zhu Qi Zhen couldn’t control himself anymore, he started to cry. 


As the Honorary Supreme Emperor, he uttered these words. Apparently Zhu Qi Zhen was 
indeed not hoping for much. He only wanted to go home. 


Zhu Qi Zhen started to cry the second time since they met. But this time, he was the only 
one crying because Li Shi didn’t cry. 


Li Shi looked at him coldly and then asked two unbelievable questions: 
Question one: 


Li Shi: Only by living here, does the Honorary Supreme Emperor remember the luxurious 
life of past? 


Question two: 


Li Shi: The Honorary Supreme Emperor is in today’s situation solely because you trusted 
Wang Zhen. Given that, why did you trust that base man? 
Such an attitude and questioning, if they were not recorded in history books, it would be 


incredible. But we have to believe it. 


A phoenix in peril fares no better than a chicken. A little tiny official dared even to ridicule 
the Honorary Supreme Emperor in such kind of tone. The only remaining self-esteem and 
dignity left in Zhu Qi Zhen were thus completely dispersed. 
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Upon hearing these two questions, Zhu Qi Zhen was overcome by emotions. He neither 
could nor was able to answer the two questions. He could only cry and uttered his only 
defense: 


“T was wrong in trusting Wang Zhen. That was a fact. But when Wang Zhen was alive, no 
one said anything. Now everyone accuses me!” 

When it got to that point, nothing else could be said. Li Shi severely reprimanded the 
Honorary Supreme Emperor. Then he left his tent to see Esen. 

According to diplomatic protocol, Esen also began a dialog with Li Shi. This dialog was 
also considered a classic one. 

After reading the official letter, Esen wasn’t at all angry. Apparently, temper had to be 
supported by strength. 

He wondered and asked Li Shi: Why in the letter there was nothing about getting Zhu Qi 
Zhen back? 

Li Shi didn’t reply because he didn’t know the answer. Even if he knew, he wouldn’t be 
allowed to answer it. 

Esen then continued: You go back and tell the emperor, he just needs to send a few 
eunuchs and officials here and I'll immediately send him back. Does this sound good? 

Li Shi remained uncommitted. After all, he was only a very low level official. He possessed 
no such power! 

Seeing there was no response from Li Shi, Esen was very much irritated. He then said the 
most classical words in this dialog: 

“We have the Honorary Supreme Emperor here, but he is not our emperor. He has nothing 
to do here. It’s better for you to take him back as early as possible!” 

A hero of a generation had to utter such words. It was truly something that would make 
one not sure if to cry or laugh. 

Poor Esen., he really had run out of ideas. 

An envoy who didn’t know his mission, a crying Honorary Supreme Emperor, and a 
disappointed tribal leader, the mission that was conducted like a travesty thus ended. 

Zhu Qi Zhen still had to dutifully remain in his tent. He finally understood the chance of 


his return had become very slim. 


But Li Shi was happy. He was originally just a little official. This time, not only did he get a 
promotion, he also got to go on a diplomatic mission to see the world. In addition, he also got 
to reproach the Honorary Supreme Emperor. 
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Esen wasn’t a simple minded man. From Li Shi’s reaction he saw this man was not a 
significant figure. As about Zhu Qi Zhen, besides wasting his food, he wasn’t of any other use. 
Thus he decided to send another team to Ming. He was determined to toss away the burden. 


This time the name of the envoy was Pelamanihama (an interesting name)*”. But even Esen 
didn’t have much hope on this mission because it was already the sixth team. It would not be 
realistic to expect a diplomatic miracle to happen. 


But it was exactly the appearance of this dude with a very interesting name that resulted in 
the returning of Zhu Qi Zhen. 


The beginning of a miracle 


Pelamanihama came to the capital. But after arriving, he found no one paid any attention to 
him. He was hastily put in a guest house and no one bothered him anymore. Not to mention 


the emperor, or a minister, even a palace emissary didn’t appear to meet him. 


Pelamanihama was worried. Although he was not well read, he was sensible. He knew he 
wouldn’t be able to accomplish much if he continued like that. After some intense deliberation, 
he came up with an unusual idea, to petition. 


Without anyone’s recommendation, this fellow went to the agency in charge. He said he 
wanted to see Hu Ying, the minister of rites. Seeing the man was from Wala, the official at the 
ministry didn’t dare to be slow. Thus he reported this matter to his boss. In the end Hu Ying 
learned of this matter. He felt it had gone too far. He immediately went to see Zhu Qi Yu and 


wanted to send another envoy to Wala. 
Zhu Qi Yu’s reply was to wait for Li Shi to come back before anything else. 


Now, Yuan Min, a department head who escaped from Fort Tumu, wrote a letter and 
volunteered to go to visit Zhu Qi Zhen with clothes and daily living necessities. 

Zhu Qi Yu praised his idea and then put it aside. 

Li Shi came back and reported Esen’s desire and request to return the hostage. Zhu Qi Yu 
patiently listened. Once it was finished, he expressed his appreciation to Li Shi’s work. Still, 
nothing happened afterward. 

Wang Zhi and others couldn’t bear to see the matter continue like that. They insisted on 
sending another envoy. Unwillingly, Zhu Qi Yu agreed and randomly picked an official as the 


envoy of Ming to perform the mission. 


Hu Ying indicated the Honorary Supreme Emperor needed clothes and food and wanted 


“’ Interesting when it’s translated to Chinese, another whimsical comment by the author to simply try to be facetious. 
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the envoy to bring some to alleviate his suffering. Zhu Qi Yu said that was a good idea but still 
didn’t act. 


Not only did Zhu Qi Yu brush aside these men, he didn’t even allot enough expenses for 
the team. Even the presents to Esen were meager. There was neither clothe nor food needed by 
Zhu Qi Zhen. To Zhu Qi Yu, either enraging Esen to kill his brother or let his brother die of 
hunger or cold would not be bad outcomes. 

Zhu Qi Yu played the same trick again. He once again wrote an official letter of credence 
with the same wording as last time. In this letter, nothing about returning Zhu Qi Zhen was 
mentioned. 

It was more than bad enough if brotherhood got to such a state. 

By his actions, Zhu Qi Yu showed us a common consensus in the world of power: 

Brotherhood means no more than bullshit. 

A diplomatic team with meager ceremonial gifts and insufficient travel expenses and a 
randomly selected official with a befuddling state letter departed to Wala. Regardless how one 
saw it, it seemed to be another travesty. 


But a miracle began from here. 


Zhu Qi Yu created all the possible obstacles for the diplomatic mission. He provided 
insufficient travel expenses, he gave no gifts, and he didn’t even give an official name for the 
mission. Any one of the obstacles could be an important reason for the failure of this mission. 

But if one wants to accomplish something, usually it requires only one factor to make it 
succeed. 

In this team, there was only one success factor. Although there was only one, it was the key 
to deciding the success or failure in creating a miracle. 

Ironically, the most critical success factor was set up by Zhu Qi Yu himself. The key to the 
success was that randomly choosing official. 

The man’s name was Yang Shan. At the time he was the right censor general of the 
Censorial Council. Although he was an official ranked second grade, he was not a significant 
person and didn’t attract people’s attention. That was exactly one of the reasons why Zhu Qi 
Yu chose him. But unfortunately Zhu Qi Yu didn’t know that this Mr. Yang Shan was a man of 
an exceptional skill. Such a skill of his would rank either on the top or the second among all 


those who had the similar skill in the entire Ming Dynasty. 


Yang Shan’s exception skill was talking. 
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The best debater of Ming made his appearance 


In the Warring States period, Zhang Yi lobbied the nations and hoped to find a position. 
But he was often beaten with wounds all over his body. Concerned, his wife asked him, why 
do you go out to seek office, now have you got the lesson? 


But Zhang Yi posed a question to her: “Is my tongue still here?” 

His wife replied, off course it’s still there. 

“As long as I have my tongue and I’m able to talk, I will find my way.” 

Yang Shan was a man who could find his way as long as he had his tongue and could talk. 


Yang Shan was from Daxing (now part of Beijing). His origin was very unique. He ranked 
second grade. But I checked his resume and surprisingly discovered that the senior official of 
second grade was not only not a plebian meritorious (elites selected from the first three class A 
distinguished scholars), he wasn’t even a distinguished scholar! That was extremely rare in the 


three hundred years of history of Ming. 


Ming was a dynasty in which academic achievements reigned. If one wanted to get an 
office in the government, he at least had to be a recommended man. To be a senior official, he 
had to be a distinguished scholar. There was a saying: “not a distinguished scholar, not a 
cabinet member”. In the contemporary three tier examine system, if being a distinguished 
scholar was comparable to a college degree and a recommended man comparable to a high 
school diploma, then Yang Shan’s resume could only have middle school graduation 


certificate in it because he was only an outstanding talent. 


An outstanding talent could be thought as a countryside intellectual and was in no way 
qualified as an official. At the time when fake degrees were still not popular, how did Yang 
Shan manage to get ranked to second grade? 


If we examine his experience, we can see it was not a chancy matter for him to get to where 
he was. 


In October of year one of Establishing Civility (AD 1399), Li Jing Long led his army to 
attack Beiping. It was in that time, Yang Shan joined the army of the Prince of Yan. But he 
didn’t have any combat achievements. He was in charge of ceremonies and rituals. 


Yang Shan was an able rites officer. He did well. But because of his mediocre academic 
record, he was still trudging through the ranks in search of advancements while others who 
started together with him were promoted. 


In that way, after he had arduously trudged for over thirty years, he got the position as the 
head of Office of Imperial Guests (third grade). It was a hard earned job. The grinding and 
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rough course of career pursuits shaped him into a suave man. He acquired the ability to talk in 
human languages with humans and in devil’s languages with devils. He was a master of 
relationships. Regardless how complicated a political situation was, he was able to easily 
navigate through it. Either during the reigns of the Three Yangs or Wang Zhen was in power, 


the fellow remained as steady as a mountain and no one was able to shake him. 


Many disdained him for the way he dealt with people and avoided him. But he was defiant. 
In the years of Justly Principled, he was promoted to deputy minister of rites. 


Soon after, the expedition of year fourteen of Justly Principled was under way. The 
sexagenarian Yang Shan was also on the expedition. We have to say he was rather unusually 
capable. In the midst of combats, slashing knives, and spewing blood and flesh, innumerable 
number of young and well-built officials lost their lives. But the old man of over sixty 
managed to get back. I’m not sure if that could be attributed to him running and exercising 


every morning but what he did was truly admirable. 


Thence after he was transferred to the Censorial Coucil as the right censor general. Then he 
was appointed the envoy to Wala. 

Yang Shan was not as simple minded as Li Shi was. He knew very well the secret hidden in 
this diplomatic mission. He also understood Zhu Qi Yu never wanted to get his brother back. 
Reality proved his prediction. The so-called diplomatic corps of Ming had neither money nor 
provision. They didn’t even have a purpose for the mission. 

Without supports and without prospects, to everyone, it was another fruitless long distance 
travel. 


But Yang Shan still departed with confidence. He was determined to create a miracle. He 
would bring Zhu Qi Zhen back even if he had nothing in his hands. 


Based on what? 


Based on the mouth he had. 


Boasting works if one boasts 
Yang Shan brought his diplomatic corps to the Wala camp. He met Esen’s representative. 
But in the welcoming banquet in his honor, Yang Shan experienced his first crucial test. 


It was not known whether it was due to the slights received by the previous envoy, Esen 
didn’t have a favorable impression on Yang Shan. Under his instruction, during the banquet, 
an official who received him, in a haughty manner, suddenly posed to Yang Shan a question 
that was extremely embarrassing to him: 
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“At the Battle of Fort Tumu, why was your army so friable?” 


Yang Shan, who was busy eating, heard the question that was obviously intended to 
humiliate him. He raised his head, affronted the eyes of his counterpart, and began an intense 
deliberation. 


To better handle the delicate situation so that he would neither disgrace his country nor to 
ruffle his counterpart’s feathers, Yang Shan decided to swagger. He probably had swaggered 
many times before. But I think the swaggering by him this time was the most perfect. 


Yang Shan suddenly put up a melancholy face. He sighed and said: “There are things that I 
didn’t want to tell you. But given where we are now, I think it’s better to let you know.” 


Those words surprised the other side, who impatiently asked for the reason. 


Yang Shan, who appeared to be hesitating, continued: “At the Battle of Fort Tumu, our best 
troops were not in the capital. They were all out campaigning in the south. Wang Zhen 
advanced too carelessly and it resulted in the defeat. Now the forces in the southern campaign 
have returned. They numbered over two hundred thousand. With the additional newly 
trained three hundred thousand, they are all well trained and are ready for battle at any 


moment!” 


Upon hearing these words, Esen’s representative felt a chill through his spine. But he could 
never think that the ensuing words he would hear would be even more sensational. Because 
the climax of Mr. Yang Shan’s swaggering was about to come. 

Now, like a grandmother telling a ghost story to her grandson, the sexagenarian Yang Shan 
described a terrible scene in graphical details to the Wala. 

“Along the border we have installed many hidden blunderbusses and crossbows. If you get 
hit, you will surely die. In addition, we have also deployed many iron spikes on all the major 
roads. The hoofs of your horses will be punctured and they’ll be completely disabled.” 

Perhaps Yang Shan was also a man good at making up horror stories. At the end saying as 
if it were true, he said to the Wala whose face had turned ashen: “Let me be honest with you. 
Every night, when you were sleeping, we sent assassins to peek into your tents. They went and 
came without being seen. You probably didn’t know!” 

With that, Yang Shan ended his boasting. Smiling, he raised his head and looked at the 
frightened Wala. 


But it was meaningless by just scaring people. Yang Shan continued his performance. 
His face suddenly changed into a look of sorrow and compassion. He sighed: 


“But now, everything is useless.” 
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The Wala had been just frightened to death by the fellow’s mysterious and horrific tones. 
Now seeing his demeanor changing suddenly, they were confused and didn’t understand 
what was coming. Thus they followed up to ask him why. 


Then Yang Shan revealed his real intention: 
“We are at peace now. We are now like brothers. Why do we need these things?” 


The Wala smiled. They no longer had to worry about those blunderbusses, iron spikes, and 
assassins, although those things never existed. 


Yang Shan also smiled because he once again successfully told a vivid story. 


After this round of battle in the banquet, Yang Shan set forth to meet Esen. There what was 
waiting for him would be a true test for him. 


The final test 


Yang Shan finally came to Esen. He knew the moment of reckoning had arrived. He had 
neither generous gifts nor a decent official letter. But he wanted to get this war hero of a 
generation to willingly talk to him. Not only that, he wanted to hand Zhu Qi Zhen over to him 
without charge (he didn’t have money to pay anyway). 


He wanted to accomplish the impossible task and conquer Esen, the ambitious and 
visionary conquer. The only weapon he had was his wisdom. 


Surely enough, problems arose from the beginning of the talk. Esen was angry. 


Esen had his reason to be angry. After all, since the war started, he had suffered many 
losses. Now full of spirit, he took the initiative to launch a series of reproaches to Yang Shan. 


“Why did you lower the price of horses?” 

“Why did you sell textiles of inferior quality to us?” 
“Why were our envoys often detained by you?” 
“Why did you reduce the annual rewards to us?” 


After posing the questions, Esen menacingly looked at Yang Shan and waited for his 


answers. 


Although Esen was very aggressive, the problems he brought up were all real. Yang Shan, 
as an Official only in charge of rites, was not involved in these state affairs, not to mention 
making statements on behalf of his country. 


But now he had to answer. 


In this situation, Yang Shan didn’t panic. He calmed himself and exhibited an air of 
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placidity. But his brain churned for proper answers. In his more than fifty years of career as an 
aristocrat, he had been through numerous crisis and difficulties. He survived all of them. The 
problem in front of him now shouldn’t be an exception. 


In an instant, he came up with well-thought answers. 


Yang Shan smiled and said to Esen: “the grand tutor, please calm your anger. Actually we 
didn’t lower the price of horses. When the grand tutor delivered horses (had to get paid) to us, 
the price had been climbing steadily. We couldn’t afford but we also couldn’t refuse the grand 
tutor. So we had to slightly reduce the price a bit. We had to do it. Please note that the price for 


horses now is much higher than before.” 


“About the damaged textiles, we are deeply regretful. We have severely punished those 
who were responsible. Even the horses you delivered to us had some bad ones. Of course that 
wouldn’t be your intentions!” 


Esen replied immediately: “Sure, sure, I can guarantee that was absolutely not my 


intention.” 
Now the best debater Yang Shan was at his best. He was animated and continued: 


“Also, we never detained your envoys. You sent over three to four thousand envoys. With 
that many people, it was inevitable that some didn’t conduct themselves well. It is 
understandable and unavoidable that there were some stealing and robbery. You the grand 
tutor have been just and would certainly ensure that they are prosecuted. Those men were 
afraid of being charged, thus they chose to flee. They were not detained by us. In fact even the 
annual awards were not reduced. We only reduced the false head count. We have never 
reduced for those that have been verified.” 


“What do you think? Am I reasonable?” 


The topic for the affirmative debater Yang Shan, “Did Ming Treat Wala Unfairly”, thus 
completed. 


Esen, the negative side, stared at him and remained speechless thus far. 


In battlefields, Esen was usually the victor and conquer. But this time, Esen was completely 


subdued by a feeble old man. He was subdued by the man’s words and wisdom. 


In this round of debate, Yang Shan was at the best of his state of the mind. He talked 
fluently and sent his counterpart in a delirium. He was poignant and to the point, but kept his 
dignity. He also saved his counterpart’s face. He deserved being the first debater of Ming (my 


opinion, not an official one). 


During the process, Esen didn’t have much to show. Per history records, besides repeatedly 
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nodding and saying words like “good” and “right”, he didn’t express anything else. 
Solidifying what he had achieved so far, Yang Shan delivered his final speech: 
“If the grand tutor sends troops to attack Ming, the grand tutor will also suffer losses. It 


would be better to send the Honorary Supreme Emperor back to Ming, who then will reward 
the grand tutor every year. That will be the best for both countries.” 


Esen was totally convinced. He was moved by the good prospect described by Yang Shan. 
He made up his mind to send Zhu Qi Zhen back. 


But when he gladly take the official state letter from Ming and perused it, he found a very 
critical problem in it: 


“Why doesn’t the letter mention anything about taking the Honorary Supreme Emperor 
back?” 


That was indeed an important issue. If you don’t say, why do I want to send? 
But Yang Shan was prepared. 


That is still spotted. But it doesn’t matter. I have my mouth and there’s nothing that cannot 


be overcome! 


He said calmly: “This is to preserve the reputation of the grand tutor! The letter doesn’t say 
it because we want the grand tutor to do this. Just think about this. If we had it written on the 
letter, would that indicate that the grand tutor is doing something per our order? This really 
shows the thoughtfulness of Ming!” 


Upon hearing these words, Esen showed his reaction, a great gratification. 


Esen was deeply moved. He never thought Ming was so careful and even concerned about 
his reputation. It was indeed not easy. Thus he resolved to send Zhu Qi Zhen back. 


But now, another man came out to disrupt. 


Angke, one of Esen’s governors was a smart man. He saw Esen was being entranced by 
Yang Shan. He stepped forward and said something very practical: “Why didn’t you bring 


money to ransom him?” 
Yang Shan looked at Angke and gave a deservingly perfect answer: 


“We thought about bringing money with us. But that would show the grand tutor is too 
greedy. Fortunately we didn’t bring money with us. Now we can see the grand tutor’s 


generosity!” 
Then he turned to Esen and uttered the most eloquent sentence of this visit: 


“The grand tutor is averse of money and treasure. He is a man. His name will be 
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remembered by history and lauded by people for generations!” 


Every time I read this, I can’t help but want to find a piece of paper, and write the word 
‘admire’ to Mr. Yang Shan. Mr. Yang Shan had elevated talking to an art. It was absolutely 


awesome. 


Esen was even more ecstatic. Very excited, he stood up and at once indicated the words of 
a man were things set in stone. “Brother, you first settle yourself down. Then I'll arrange to 
have you bring Zhu Qi Zhen back.” 


He still couldn’t restraint his happiness. He paced, laughed, and murmured: “good, good!” 


A miracle was thus created. Without an inch of territory ceded and without a penny of 
expense (travel expense excluded), Yang Shan brought Zhu Qi Zhen back and completed an 


impossible mission. 


Achievement, Yang Shan made a great achievement. He inherited many of the good traits 
of innumerable number of lobbyists, sophists, and sycophants since the Spring and Autumn 
Period. He went deep inside the great desert. With nothing in his hands, he exerted himself 
with the spirits of a death squad, which would push forward either conditions permitted or 
not. He got Zhu Qi Zhen back with his empty hands. It was truly something that deserved 
people’s admiration. 

But Yang Shan never imagined that his great deed of generations only earned him a reward 
that promoted him from the right censor general to the left censor general. Fairly speaking, per 
his achievement, the reward was too meager. But the reason was simple. He brought back a 
man the current emperor didn’t want to see. 

Let’s put that aside for now. At least Zhu Qi Zhen was jubilant. He now finally could go 
home. 

But at this critical juncture, one man emerged and wanted to thwart Zhu Qi Zhen’s return. 

Actually, in Wala, many were hostile to Ming and didn’t want to release the Ming emperor, 
which was not unusual. But this time it was different. Zhu Qi Zhen couldn’t even imagine in 


his dream that the one who wanted to keep him from returning home was Boyan Temur. 


Boyan Temur wanted to prevent Zhu Qi Zhen from returning. But his reason was really 
absurd: 


“He can be released only if Zhu Qi Zhen is guaranteed to go back to become the emperor!” 


Based on the friendship between Boyan Temur and Zhu Qi Zhen, he didn’t want Zhu Qi 
Zhen to go back that way largely because he was concerned he would be bullied by his brother 
(Zhu Qi Yu). He would suffer. Reality proved his worry was well founded. 
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Boyan Temur did what was called for as a friend. He resolved to fulfill his friendship to the 
end and wanted to help Zhu Qi Zhen one more time. He went to Esen and suggested to detain 
the envoy and wait for Ming to promise to restore Zhu Qi Zhen to the throne before sending 
him back. 


Esen told him he already promised Yang Shan. A man’s words, once uttered, are set in 
stone. He would not recant. 


Zhu Qi Zhen was still sent back. What happened on the day of Zhu Qi Zhen’s departure 
was also something that affected people and made them admire the deep friendship exhibited 
by Boyan Temur. 


To show his seriousness, Esen led all the tribe leaders to send Zhu Qi Zhen off. There is 
always a final goodbye even it takes a thousand lis to bid farewell to a friend. People gradually 
went back. But Boyan Temur was always with Zhu Qi Zhen. They travelled for a whole day 
and stopped only until they arrived at the Wild Fox Ridge. 

Wild Fox Ridge was very near to Jurongguan. Boyan Temur had to stop here because he 
couldn’t go forward anymore. Over there was under Ming’s control. He was in danger of 
being captured by the enemy Ming troops. 

Boyan Temur alighted here. He looked at his friend for the last time. When he thought the 
man he befriended in a strange circumstance would from now leave him forever, he could no 
longer restrain himself and began to wail. He held Zhu Qi Zhen’s horse and, with tears 
flowing down his face, said: 

“We say goodbye today. I don’t know when we will see each other again. Take care!” 

Then he covered his face, got back on the horse, and dashed back to Wala. They never saw 
each other again. Four years later (AD 1454), Boyan Temur was killed by Secretary General Ala. 
That farewell was indeed a parting of forever. 

Beyond the years filled and entwined with hatred and bias, I see true and unreserved 
friendship. 
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A promise 


The commander of Jurongguan came out of the city to welcome Zhu Qi Zhen for his return. 
The generals on the frontier were generally very respectful of Zhu Qi Zhen. But strangely, they 
were not in a hurry to send the Honorary Supreme Emperor back. It seemed that they were 


waiting for something. 
They were waiting for the welcoming cavalcade from the city. 


Our country has always been a nation of rites and ceremonies. Even stuff like killings and 
arsons were conducted in decent manners, not to mention a glorious and important occasion 
like the return of the Honorary Supreme Emperor from his hunting trip. It surely would be 
something that deserved big celebrations that would show the muscle of our country to the 


world and glorify posterity. 

But it was very unusual this time. The people from the capital didn’t come, which made the 
men waiting wondering. They were afraid that something might have happened in the capital. 

Something indeed happened in the capital. 

It was absolutely out of Zhu Qi Yu’s imagination that despite so many obstacles set up by 
him, that obscure old man managed to bring Zhu Qi Zhen back. What to do now? 


Zhu Qi Yu was not very happy. But Hu Ying, the minister of rites, was very happy. He 
took the moment and prepared an elaborate welcoming ceremony. 


The ceremony was very complicated. In detail, it dictated Guards in Brocade and the 
officials from the Ministry of Rites to go to Jurongguan for the welcome. Then the welcome 
ceremony would be performed at the outer city of the capital by all the court officials. Finally 
in the inner city the current emperor Zhu Qi Yu would personally receive the Honorary 
Supreme Emperor, who would then be sent to his residence. Everything would then be 


complete. 


Zhu Qi Yu carefully listened to his suggestion and then decided his plan: 
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“One palanquin, two horses, and get him back!” 


In practicing frugality, making things simple and easy to do, and even to his own brother, 


he didn’t make an exception. Mr. Zhu Qi Yu set an example for posterity. 


Liu Fu, a palace emissary, could restrain himself no more. He wrote and said the ceremony 
was too simple. Zhu Qi Yu had a quick reaction, he immediately retorted: “I have honored my 
brother as the Honorary Supreme Emperor. What kind of ceremony do you want! Liu Fu says 
the ceremony is too simple, what does that mean?” 


That got too serious. Unwillingly, Hu Ying had to step forward and said officials had no 
other intentions but to hope the emperor would be intimate with the Honorary Supreme 


Emperor and go to welcome him. 


That rational was just too high sounding and not easily rebuked. But Zhu Qi Yu didn’t 
show any sign of uneasiness because on his way back, Zhu Qi Zhen had sent someone telling 
him he hoped the ceremony would be simple. With that excuse, Zhu Qi Yu said to the officials 
pretentiously: “You've all seen this. This is the Honorary Supreme Emperor’s idea. How can I 
disobey him?” 

Probably Zhu Qi Zhen was just been courteous to Zhu Qi Yu. But Zhu Qi Yu was not a bit 
courteous. 


In that way, Zhu Qi Zhen, who made a glorious return in his palanquin and escorted by 
two horses, entered the capital with “all the pomp and grandeur”. There were no people 
welcoming him alongside the roads. There were no officials kneeling down to pay respect to 
him. What welcomed the former emperor was desolation and melancholy. 


Zhu Qi Yu eventually came out to welcome his brother. Outside of the East Gate of Peace 
he said a few words of pleasantries with the Honorary Supreme Emperor. Then he sent him to 
a sleeping palace that he had prepared for the Honorary Supreme Emperor, the South Palace. 
In there, he had prepared a job for his brother, as a prisoner. 


Then he returned to the place where his brother once lived and continued at the job as the 
emperor. 

The two brothers embarked on different paths thereafter. 

Zhu Qi Zhen was not a fool. From the welcoming ceremony and his brother’s attitude, he 


already understood he was not a man welcomed. The so-called sleeping South Palace was 
nothing more than just a desolate dilapidated house outside of the East Gate of Magnificence. 


But he didn’t care. He had survived the sands of the desert, Esen’s sword, and Xi Ning’s 
treachery. To him, who had experienced deaths of all kinds, he was grateful for Heaven to 
allow him to come back alive. After all, too many people who went on the campaign with him 
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were forever left at Fort Tumu. Comparing to them, he was very content. 


He hastily walked to the desolate South Palace. Although everything was different from 
before and nothing can be compared with the past, he was still convinced there was a woman 
there waiting for him and for his return. 


He wasn’t disappointed. When he opened the door, he saw this woman. 


The sound of door opening alerted the woman sitting inside. She seemed to notice 
something. She stood up and groped to the direction of the sound. She couldn’t see the person 
coming in clearly because during the long time of waiting, her eyes had been blinded from 
crying too much. 


I promised you, I will wait for your return. 
When all the superficial splendors disperse, I’ll still be here waiting for you. 


Zhu Qi Zhen was relieved. His close confidants and officials abandoned him. His brother 
imprisoned him. He lost all the power, wealth, and glory. From an emperor who ruled the 
world, he had become an incarcerated prisoner. 


But at this moment, he smiled because he knew he was the happiest man in the world. 


He was finally convinced that in this world, there was still something that couldn’t be 
bought by money and power. Even if he wasn’t the emperor and had lost all he had, this 
woman would still be with him and by his side. 


May the love last and may it last forever. 


Yes, in fact we don’t need to purposefully look for something. The most valuable thing is 
right next to us. 


Thereafter the desolate South Palace got its new master, the Honorary Supreme Emperor 
Zhu Qi Zhen and his wife Empress Qian. To say they were the masters would not be accurate 
because in reality both of them were the current emperor Zhu Qi Yu’s prisoners. 


Zhu Qi Yu was very wary of and hostile to the unexpectedly returned brother of his. 
Although Zhu Qi Zhen had become a man without anyone around him, lost everything, and 
wished only to live his days in comfort, Zhu Qi Yu weren’t even willing to satisfy these basic 
desires of his brother’s. 


In December of year one of Magnificently Tranquil (AD 1450), Hu Ying submitted a 
memorial to request him to lead the official corps to pay respect to the Honorary Supreme 
Emperor Zhu Qi Zhen at the Gate of Prolonging Peace on new year’s day, he wished for Zhu 
Qi Yu’s approval. 


Zhu Qi Yu’s answer was disapproval. 
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Then he added: “From now on there will be no ceremonies for paying respect on all 
holidays!” 


To ensure quality service of daily living and security, he specifically chose some eunuchs 
who were contemptuous of Zhu Qi Zhen to serve the Honorary Supreme Emperor. He sent 
Guards in Brocade to tightly surround the South Palace. At the same time, Zhu Qi Yu also 
thought about the noise around the palace. To ensure his brother would live without being 
disturbed, he issued the order that no one would be allowed to visit Zhu Qi Zhen. All of his 
living necessities had to be periodically delivered from outside. 


Wang Zhi and Hu Ying had come to visit Zhu Qi Zhen. But they were all refused by the 
loyal security personnel. Now they realized that the so-called Honorary Supreme Emperor 
was in fact just a prisoner. 


Zhu Qi Yu left nothing for maneuver. 


Although because of pressure, he didn’t kill his brother, he did almost all the things that he 
shouldn’t have done. He sentenced his brother to life in prison. 


That amiable and kind brother had disappeared. In his place was a stranger who 
recognized no kins and with a heart as cold as iron and stone. Although it was a tragedy, it 
was an inevitable outcome of the game of imperial power. 


Living inside, Zhu Qi Zhen was rather serene. He was content to just remain alive. He 
obediently lived his life as a prisoner arranged by his brother. He never made trouble. The 
only problem was Zhu Qi Yu had cut off the communication with the outside. Even daily 
living necessities couldn’t be assured. 


Zhu Qi Zhen didn’t ask Zhu Qi Yu because he knew it would be of no avail even if he 
asked. But he had no other income source. With no other alternative, Empress Qian had to 
work just like an ordinary woman to produce some needle works, which could be sent out to 
barter for some food and clothes. 


As long as it was not a dark cell, even for a prisoner, food should not have been an issue. 
On holidays there should have been some treats to celebrate. If nothing else, he should have 
been allowed to go out to breathe some fresh air. But Zhu Qi Zhen wasn’t allowed to even 
have these basic treatments. Everyday all he could do was looking at the sky and chat with his 
wife. 

An Honorary Supreme Emperor ended up like this was really unheard of in history. 

But even for such kind of life, his good brother didn’t want him to live through it. 

The South Palace didn’t have a shaded area for him to cool off. During each hot summer, 


Zhu Qi Zhen could only lean under the shadow of the trees to keep him cool. That was 
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probably the only meager luxury he could enjoy. 


Soon after, one day as usual he set about to under a tree to stay off the summer heat. But 
surprisingly he found the trees had disappeared. He asked and then learned that was done by 
his good brother. 


He smiled bitterly and sighed. He said nothing and returned to his hot dwelling. 
He had lost everything. Now he couldn’t even keep the shade of a tree. 
If trees suffered, what human beings could suffer! 


Zhu Qi Yu chopped off the trees because Gao Ping, an official, said to him there were too 
many trees, which spies could use to hide themselves in the South Palace, which was on the 
same line as what Zhu Qi Yu was thinking. He immediately issued the other to have all the 
trees in the South Palace removed so that it would be easier to do the monitoring. As to the 
shades used by Mr. Zhu Qi Zhen, those were of course not included in his consideration. 


Zhu Qi Zhen finally realized his good brother was an even more horrible enemy than Esen. 
Although Esen didn’t receive much education and was rude, he was a rather honest man. He 
kept his words. But this good brother of his, in order to solidify his throne, was determined to 
push the man, who had already lost everything, to his demise. 


Zhu Qi Yu, you have over done it! 


But he was powerless. He had to continue to live like that. After all, one day lived, one day 


passed. 


He endured silently. He still treated everyone around him with honesty. Slowly, even those 
who were assigned to monitor him were moved by his sincerity and staidness. They became 
his friends. 


Among them, one man was named Ruan Lang. 


Ruan Lang was a rather kind eunuch. He entered the palace during the Perpetual 
Happiness period. He wasn’t good at neither fawning nor speculating. He lived his life 
honestly. He had lived in the palace for forty years but he was only a little junior eunuch. No 
one took him seriously. This time he was assigned to serve Zhu Qi Zhen because no one else 
wanted this job. 


Zhu Qi Zhen felt he had acquired an invaluable treasure. He had nothing to do. So it was 
convenient for him to banter with the old eunuch whom he knew since his childhood. Once, 
he was so happy with the bantering, he gave him his personal gold embroidered purse and a 
gilded knife (note, gold coated) to him. 


Now Zhu Qi Zhen had nothing of value with him. These so-called gifts were some of the 
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very few items of value he still had. From this we can see Zhu Qi Zhen was a sincere man to 
others. But he could never imagine that it was the gold embroidered purse and that knife of 
little value that costed Ruan Lang’s life. 


Ruan Lang was a careless man. He never thought there was a great risk embedded in them. 
He accepted the two things and thought them useless. Thus he gave them to his friend Wang 
Yao. 


Like Ruan Lang, Wang Yao was also a minor official. He accepted them without thinking 
much about it. If the matter ended there, there wouldn’t have been any problem. But it just 
happened that Wang Yao had a friend named Lu Zhong. He often brought out these two items 
to show Lu Zhong. 


Lu Zhong was Wang Yao’s friend. But Wang Yao was not Lu Zhong’s friend. 


Lu Zhong was a Guard in Brocade. When he saw these two items, his instinct as a special 


agent told him this was an opportunity he could take advantage of. 


Conspiring with his colleague Guard in Brocade Li Shan, he made a secret report to Zhu Qi 
Yu and charged them with the crime of plotting to reclaim the throne. The evidence was the 
embroidered purse and gilded knife. To them, these two items were indisputable evidence that 
Zhu Qi Zhen was using them to buy the loyalty of Ruan Lang and Wang Yao. 

Zhu Qi Yu finally found an excuse. He took immediate action. 

The ensuing matter was simple. Wang Yao and Ruan Lang were arrested, put in prison, 
tortured, and interrogated. The intent was to squeeze out just a few simple words from their 
mouth that Zhu Qi Zhen intended to reclaim the throne. 

Lu Zhong participated in the torture and interrogation. He told the two if they confess 
about the so-called plot, they would be released. Lu Zhong thought even if there was no such a 
thing, they would want to provide something to protect themselves. But the reality told him 
not everyone was as shameless as him. 

Although Ruan Lang and Wang Yao were insignificant officials, they showed their 
characters. They said nothing despite being subjected to excruciating torture, even to the end 
when they were executed. They never made false accusations against Zhu Qi Zhen. 

Zhu Qi Yu got nothing out of this. Lu Zhong’s dream of getting promoted also was 
shattered. Although Ruan Lang and Wang Yao were men of obscurity and insignificant in 
their words, their actions were sublime and prodigious. 


Once again Zhu Qi Zhen was pulled back from the edge of a cliff. 
When he learned that the amiable old eunuch had been executed by his brother and would 
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no longer be able to chat with him, he understood in this game of power struggle, there was 
nothing about quitting. Only the victor had the right to live! 


Zhu Qi Yu’s marvelous plan 


Zhu Qi Yu became more and more restive. Ever since his good brother returned 
unexpectedly, he had been in a constant state of fear. He had become used to being addressed 
as the emperor and worshipped by the court officials. He was afraid that everything he 
already had would be lost. Thus he imprisoned his brother and searched for any opportunity 
to set him up to his death. 


The case of the gilded knife exacerbated his fear. After that, his behavior tilted even more 


to the extreme and more inclined to over react. 


Knowing that complete removal of grass required removal of the root, to ensure that there 
would be nothing lingering behind him, Zhu Qi Yu decided to depose Zhu Jian Shen, the 
current crown prince, Zhu Qi Zhen’s son, so that even in case he couldn’t have him killed. He 
replaced the future successor of the empire with his own son Zhu Jian Ji. 


Yes, only by doing this can I sit in this dragon seat with a peace of mind. 


But the matter was not just unusually difficult. Even long before Zhu Qi Yu was 
temporarily entrusted as the emperor, the experienced and shrewd Empress Dowager Sun had 
certified Zhu Jian Shen as the crown prince. She also made it clear it had to be Zhu Jian Shen 
who would in the future succeed the throne. At the time Zhu Qi Yu agreed. Although Zhu Qi 
Yu could have betrayed his own words, still there in front of him lied another obstacle that he 
had to overcome, the support of the court officials. 


But since the beginning of time, doings like deposing the crown prince had never been 
popular. It was not easy to get the officials to support him! He deliberated hard in finding out 
a way but was never able to come to a grip of it. Then, his confidant eunuch Xing An came up 
with an absolutely “marvelous idea”. 


Soon after that, one day Zhu Qi Yu summoned his cabinet for a meeting. At the time there 
were six men in the Cabinet. They were First Secretary Chen Xun, Second Secretary Gao Gu, 
cabinet members Shang Lu, Jiang Yuan, Wang Yi Ning, and Xiao Zi. The six men were the 
leaders of the civilian official corps. 


They came to the palace and saluted Zhu Qi Yu. After the salutation, they waited for the 
emperor’s instructions. But for a long while, the dude sitting up there didn’t utter a single 
word. 


After a long while, His Majesty the emperor finally began waffling. But what he said was 
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all just about the good jobs they did and how hard they had worked. 


The six officials were all seasoned men in the Court. Everyone was shrewd. From Zhu Qi 
Yu’s tone, they understood the emperor had something important to say. They put smiles on 
their faces. From their mouths words of grateful acknowledgement came out. But in their 
heads, they were calculating and were readying themselves to react. 


But after Zhu Qi Yu said those words, he dismissed them. That baffled them. Did the 
emperor catch a cold, which impaired his senses? Was the emperor deliberately talking 
nonsense to just make fun of them? 


But soon after that, they got the answer. After the meeting Xing An met each of them 
separately and gave money to each one. The actual amounts were: to First Secretary Chen Xun 
and Second Secretary Gao Gu, each got one hundred taels of silver. For the remaining four 
cabinet members, each was given fifty taels of silver. 


If you know just some basics on sociology, you should have correctly guessed that the 
“marvelous idea” Eunuch Xing An suggested to the emperor was just bribe. 


It had to be something unprecedented and unrepeated ever since that an emperor bribed 
his officials. The quantity of money, only one hundred taels of silver, used for bribing was also 
laughable. 


That was the marvelous idea that Mr. Xing An came up with after exhausting his 
intellectual prowess. Since then, it had always been something baffling people’s mind and 
amazing. It seems youth education was really important to ensure even when one had to 
become a eunuch, he would be an educated and knowledgeable eunuch. 


Having received the meager silver, the six fellows knew not whether to laugh or cry. 
Although the pays of Ming officials were low, these key officials all had other means for extra 
income. How could they be moved by these tiny amounts of money? But they understood they 
could refuse any other payment but they had to accept this one. This was not the time to keep 
oneself away from corruption. If they refused, it meant they were humiliating the emperor. 


They accepted the money and learned the emperor’s intent: to replace the crown prince. 
Regardless whose money it was, if one accepted it, one had to do the work. The rule always 
applied, not to mention that it was the emperor’s money. No matter how hard the ball they 


could have played with gangsters, they dared not to play hard balls against the Emperor His 
Majesty. One after another they agreed and at once advised to reappoint the crown prince. 


With the six key men safe on his side, Xing An continued to work through the other 
officials. In fact it was all about giving money, of course the amount was similar to before. 
Unexpectedly, everything went really well. Officials all accepted the money and agreed to the 
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suggestion to reappoint the crown prince. That of course was not because they accepted that 
bit of money, it was because everyone knew it was Zhu Qi Yu’s intention and no one dared to 


antagonize him. 


Not everyone looked sideways. Wang Zhi, the minister of personnel, showed his true 
character as a seasoned tough guy. He could never imagine that the emperor could come up 
with such a base idea to openly bribe the officials. When someone delivered the portion of 
money that was sent to him, he smacked the table and shouted in excitement and despair: 
“How can this kind of thing have happened. How can we officials face the people?” 


No matter if they were able to face the people or not, the thing was eventually done. In 
May of year three of Magnificently Tranquil (AD 1452), Crown Prince Zhu Jian Shen, who was 
Zhu Qi Zhen’s last hope, was deposed. Zhu Qi Yu’s son Zhu Jian Ji succeeded as the crown 
prince. To Zhu Qi Yu, the future of thousands of years and generations was thus settled. 


But just when he was at the height of his future prospect and glory, he could not expect 
that a dark undercurrent was active. At the core of the undercurrent movement was a man 
with a heart filled with hatred and ambition. 


August 18, the fate of another man 


Let’s come back to four years ago, year fourteen of Justly Principled (AD 1449). On August 
18", on that day, Yu Qian stepped up and took on the heavy responsibility of salvaging the 
empire. He was admired by thousands and also began the most glorious journey of his life. 


But on that same day, the fortune of another man was also changed. 
“Heaven is no longer on our side. Peril can only be avoided by moving south.” 


That was what Xu Cheng said. Then after that his reply is what everyone should already 
know: 


“Execute anyone who advises to move south!” 


These two sentences thus decided the fortunes of Yu Qian and Xu Cheng. Supported by 
everyone, Yu Qian became the guardian of the city of Beijing. He gained unmatched glory. 


But what Xu Cheng got was an excoriation from Eunuch Jin Ying: “Get out!” 


Then, despised and ridiculed, he lurched out of the hall. He could never reconcile with the 
fact that, because of those words of his, he would be mocked by the officials as a base coward. 


He understood his political life ended there. 


Actually many people wanted to flee. I have only said what they wanted to say. Why do I 
have to bear all the accusations? 
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Abraded by Yu Qian and ostracized by everyone, Xu Cheng left the palace like his soul had 
been lost. He walked back to his home, for only at home, could he have a moment of peace. 


But unexpectedly, before he even got to home, another blow was about to fall on him. 
As he approached the left side gate, he ran into a man named Jiang Yuan. 


Jiang Yuan was Xu Cheng’s friend, as well as his colleague. He was an editorial writer 
academician at the Imperial Academy. The two usually had a good relationship. When Jiang 
Yuan saw the very distraught Xu Cheng, showing his care, he asked what had happened. 


Xu Cheng was much moved. He said in a sad tune: “I advised to move south, which was 


not to His Majesty’s liking and now I am where I am now.” 


Jiang Yuan consoled Xu Cheng with some kind words. He told him to go home first, get 
some rest and everything would have its turn for the day and he would surely help him. 


Then, under the thankful eyes of Xu Cheng, Jiang Yuan walked into the great hall. After 
saluting Zhu Qi Yu, in a sonorous voice and an air of just and righteousness, he said: “Moving 
south is not going to work, the only choice is to stay and defend the city!” 


Several months later, Jiang Yuan was appointed deputy minister of justice and grand 
academician of the imperial library. He had become a key official of Zhu Qi Yu’s. 


It was truly a marvelous scene. 


Xu Cheng lost all hopes. Not only did he lose the hope on his career, he also was hopeless 
on men. When innumerable number of people were talking about fleeing, his theory got wide 
support. But when he was being upbraided, there was no one on his side to support him. 
Those cowards now suddenly had become hawks and turned to reproach him for being a 


coward and destabilizing the spirit of the army. 


That surprising and dramatic turn taught Xu Cheng a vivid lesson. It also made him realize 


the true meaning of the vicissitude of human relationships. 


Hence after, every time he went to the Court, many would talk behind his back and mock 
him: “Isn’t that the wimp who suggested relocating to the south?” Some ill-tempered officials 
would just publically ridicule him. 


To a well-educated man, who valued his reputation above anything else, these insults were 


more unbearable than death. 


But Xu Cheng had to go to work on time every day, being ostracized and insulted, because 
he had to live. Life had to continue. If he didn’t work, he didn’t have a salary and he wouldn't 
be able to feed his wife and children. 


Living in disgrace is better than dying in tragic honor. That was Xu Cheng’s philosophy on 
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life. 
The most unbearable thing in life is not enduring, but waiting. 


Xu Cheng stuck on because he was convinced his ability and results would one day be 
recognized by people. He would have his day. But once again reality disappointed him. He got 
very good results from his work, but he never got promoted. Going nowhere, he had to go ask 
his antagonist Yu Qian. 


Yu Qian was an open-minded and unselfish man. He didn’t disregard Xu Cheng simply 
because he made the suggestion to relocate to the south. Rather, on his own initiative, he 
recommended him to Zhu Qi Yu. But upon hearing the name of Xu Cheng, Zhu Qi Yu uttered 
some heavy words: “Are you referring to that Xu Cheng, who advised to move south? That 
man is low in moral and he shouldn’t be used.” 


Yu Qian couldn’t do anything and thus gave up. But Xu Cheng didn’t know all that. He 
thought his misfortunes were all Yu Qian’s doing. In his heart, a vindictive desire was seeded. 


Being insulted and ridiculed and hard work was not rewarded, all because he spoke the 
wrong thing, that, to Xu Cheng, was indeed unfair. 


He wanted to change his awkward situation. But he could get help from no one. After 
some hard thinking, he managed to come up with a wonderful idea, to change his name. 


To us now, that seemed to be incomprehensible. Would you not be recognized if you just 
changed your cloak? 


But at the time, it indeed worked. After all, the emperor had to deal with all kinds of 
matters every day. Xu Cheng didn’t have to inform him if he changed his name. He surely 
didn’t have to announce it to the country or to file at the local police station. All he had to do 
was to explain it at the Ministry of Personnel. When it was the time for a promotion, His 
Majesty the emperor only briefly reviewed the list and wouldn’t dig deep to find out if 
someone had changed his name. Xu Cheng took advantage of the loop hole and changed his 
name to Xu You Zhen. 


Once he got the world fooled, Xu You Zhen indeed got his chance. He was sent to 
Shandong. Xu You Zhen was a very able man and was very capable of handling government 
affairs. He did very well during the several years working outside of the capital. Then, he was 


promoted to the left deputy censor general on his work achievements. 


On this I had a question, because the left deputy censor general was the number three man 
at the Censorial Coucil, who was allowed to go to the Court and was also someone whom the 
emperor often saw. Then how come Zhu Qi Yu didn’t recognize that this Xu You Zhen was 
really Xu Cheng? 
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As to the real reason, I don’t know. Perhaps the emperor was too busy and had long 
forgotten Xu Cheng’s look. 


Anyway, Xu You Zhen’s life turned for the better. But in his heart, he never forgot the 
insult and ridicules he had received. He was waiting quietly. 


He waited for the arrival of the opportunity to take his revenge. 


Mad man Zhu Qi Yu 


Zhu Qi Yu had his wish fulfilled by installing his son as the successor of the throne. He 
finally was able to exhale a sigh of relief. In this struggle for the jurisdiction of the throne, he 


was victorious. 


But the victory didn’t last long. In November of next year (year four of Magnificently 
Tranquil, AD 1453), Zhu Qi Yu suffered a heavy blow. His son Zhu Jian Ji, the future successor 
of the empire, died. 


That brought troubles to him. His son was dead, but that wasn’t the real problem. The real 
problem was Zhu Qi Yu had only one son. From where could he find another successor of the 
throne? 

Even more trouble was still to come. Many officials were initially contemptuous of the 
deposing of Zhu Jian Shen. Now they took the opportunity to demand the reinstatement, 
which ought to be a matter of course. 

You don’t have a son anyway, why not choose another one. 

But Zhu Qi Yu didn’t think that way. He had already completely broken up with Zhu Qi 
Zhen. If his son was reinstated as the crown prince, then where would he be if in the future 
everything was overturned?! 

The crown prince must be declared. But contrary to what he wished, he didn’t give birth to 
ason. A son couldn’t be born just by wishing for one. Even if you were an emperor, something 
still couldn’t be accomplished as you wished. 

By and by Zhu Qi Yu became very anxious. In addition, because of work, his health 
deteriorated. Thinking that the future was unpredictable, he became even more irascible. He 
became more suspicious of others. 

Just like a dilapidated house in a stormy night, the thing he dreaded the most happened. 
Soon after, the memorials by two daring officials finally generated a severe political storm. 

The two officials were Censor Zhong Tong and Associate Minister Zhang Lun. The two 
fellows didn’t occupy high positions in the government but they were daring. They each wrote 
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a memorial and demanded the reinstatement of Zhu Jian Shen. Actually there had been such 
an idea very early and Zhu Qi Yu had read similar memorials. Even if they were not approved, 
it shouldn’t have been a big issue. But what exacerbated the matter were the two memorials 
written by the two men. 


What was the problem with the two fellow’s memorials? Some excerpts are below: 


First look at Zhong Tong's: “If a father owns the world, certainly it should be inherited by 
his son. But the crown prince’s death reveals the wish of Heaven.” 


In today’s plain words, this sentence can be interpreted as this: The rule of the father 
should be passed to the son. Now your son is dead, that’s the wish of Heaven, who has his 


own eyes. 


But Mr. Zhang Lun’s was even harsher. Not only did he demand the reinstatement, he also 
asked Zhu Qi Yu to pay tribute to Zhu Qi Zhen on holidays and other significant occasions. 
Among them there was a sentence that would shock the world: “The Honorary Supreme 
Emperor had ruled the world for fourteen years. He was the father of the world. Your Majesty 
was bestowed by him. You are a subject of the Honorary Supreme Emperor.” 


We don’t have to explain what this sentence meant. All creatures on earth know what it 


meant. 


Things could have been said nicely, but in the memorials of the two, one ridiculed the 
emperor that he deserved his son’s death and the other reminded the emperor of his own 


identity. Not taking the emperor seriously, were they bored for being alive? 


The result was surely predictable. After reading them, Zhu Qi Yu was furious. It was 
already late in the day and the Court was off work. Per protocol, if there was anything, it could 
be discussed the next day. But Zhu Qi Yu couldn’t restraint his fury. He wrote orders of arrest 
during the night and sent them out from a chink of the palace door (this way of delivery was 
used only during an emergency). He ordered Guards in Brocade to arrest the two within the 
night. 

After the two were arrested, they were tortured. Guards in Brocade wanted them to reveal 
their relationship with the South Palace and who commanded them to write the memorials. 
They wanted to use this incident to also have Zhu Qi Zhen fixed. But the two showed their 
strength in their character. They seemed to be determined to not say anything even if they 
were beaten to death. They never said anything. 


Not only did the arrests of the two men not suppress the voice for reinstating the former 
crown prince, it ignited an even bigger storm, which was referred to as “the reinstatement 
debate” in history. All of a sudden, officials submitted their memorials to demand 
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reinstatement. In and out of the imperial court people were boisterous. Even some local 
officials outside of the capital joined the fray. 


Zhu Qi Yu never could have imagined that the incident grew bigger and bigger. He had 
already lost his son, now even his throne was threatened. Under the growing pressure, he 
almost went mad. 


To suppress the movement, he invoked the family heirloom from his ancestor Zhu Yuan 
Zhang, court clubbing. 
His rule for using court clubbing was very simple. Anyone who talked about it would be 


beaten. There was no exception! 


For a moment, in front of the imperial city clubs flew and blood spattered. Cries of pain 
were ceaseless. Officials feared their lives. Only with that, was the movement suppressed. 


Almost all the officials who wanted reinstatement had been beaten. Among them, the one 
that fared the worst was an official named Liao Zhuang, whose experience was probably 
unlike anyone else’s. 


Liao Zhuang was not an official in the capital. His job was the head of the Office of Crime 
and Prosecution in Nanjing. In year five of Magnificently Tranquil (AD 1454), he also joined 
the fray and wrote to support reinstatement. For unknown reasons, later when the men were 
enumerated to get their butts beaten, he was omitted. Because he was not in the capital, the 


matter was dropped. 


A year later, his mother died. Per protocol, he had to come to the capital to see the emperor 
and then he would receive his part of the certificate that allowed him to go home to observe 
the mourning of his mother. The fellow probably thought all he had to do was to kowtow, 
declare his name, and then leave. But unexpectedly, Zhu Qi Yu detained him: 


“Are you really Liao Zhuang?” 


Liao Zhuang felt honored. He never thought the emperor would remember him, an 


insignificant person. He replied right away: “Yes, this is yours obedient Liao Zhuang.” 
Zhu Qi Yu didn’t waste more words with him. He just ordered Guards in Brocade: 
“Get him down there and club him eighty times!” 
Liao Zhuang was stunned. Now he remembered he joined a fray a year ago. 


Not only did Zhu Qi Yu beat him, he also saved his expense of the trip to home. He sent 
him directly to a new job. He was appointed the superintendent of the remote relay station in 


Dinggiang (it’s like the manager of an official guest house, it was a tough job). 


Having beaten Liao Zhuang, Zhu Qi Yu suddenly remembered the two initial perpetrators 
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of the matter, Zhong Tong and Zhang Lun. He then inquired about the whereabouts of the two 
men. Upon learning that they were in the prison, Zhu Qi Yu, not hesitating, decided to have an 
anniversary celebration by beating the two together. 


To specifically exhibit their status as the lead criminals, Zhu Qi Yu wanted to do something 
different. He thought the clubs used by Guards in Brocade were too small and were not 
majestic enough. He thus invoked his brain power and designed two huge clubs by himself. 
He designated people to deliver them to the prison and specifically ordered: “These two clubs 


{77 


are designated to beat them, don’t be confused 


To be honest, I have no idea how big were the two specially designed clubs. But I do know 
that after this round of beating, Mr. Zhong Tong went to see the King of Hell. Zhang Lun 


probably was a little stronger. He managed to survive, but he was permanently disabled. 


The nearly maddening actions by Zhu Qi Yu shocked the entire empire. Since then, no one 
dared to mention about reinstatement again. 


Zhu Qi Yu was not a tyrant. Just a few years back, he was an amicable and cultured young 
man. He and his brother treated each other like guests. They were cordial to each other. But 
the lure of the imperial power pushed him to the dark side step by step. He became selfish, 
cold, suspicious, and cruel. He imprisoned his own brother, deposed his nephew, and beat to 
death his officials who opposed him. He would take the life of whoever was his obstacle. 


But his actions didn’t result in the solidification of his power. There were always people 
against his actions. His only son also died. But no one showed any sympathy to him. Those 
officials cared only about who would be the next ruler. His health deteriorated and he 
wouldn’t last long. He understood once he was dead, very probably Zhu Jian Shen would 
succeed the throne and Zhu Qi Zhen would reemerge to settle the scores with him. To keep his 
power he had antagonized all of his relatives. He made many mistakes. But now he wasn’t 
able to do anything, nor could he stop. Faced with the hidden dangers and undercurrents, he 
could only use even more cruel and tyrannical methods to suppress people. 


Power eventually made him mad. 


The hysterical Zhu Qi Yu eventually managed to use clubs to maintain a peaceful life. But 
the peaceful life lasted only for two years. 


In January of year eight of Magnificently Tranquil (AD 1457), per protocol, Zhu Qi Yu had 
to preside in the ceremony of worshipping the heaven and the earth. But he was so sick that he 
couldn’t do it. What made him more despondent was that, seeing that he was gravely ill, not 
only didn’t the officials express sympathy about his health, they rather took the occasion to ask 
him to choose the crown prince as early as possible. 
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He was not dead yet, but people were preparing to order a coffin and dividing the luggage. 
Zhu Qi Yu’s furies were incontrollable. His anger exacerbated his illness. Having exhausted all 
possible ways, he had to find a man to substitute him to preside in the ceremony. 


That was a wrong decision because the man that he summoned was no other but Shi Heng. 


By now Shi Heng had become an enemy of Yu Qian and Zhu Qi Yu. After making great 
achievements in the Battle for the Defense of Beijing, he got the highest reward. He was 
conferred the title of marquis. But Yu Qian, who made the greatest contribution, only got a 
nominal title of assistant master tutor. Shi Heng was uneasy and thus recommended Yu Mian, 


Yu Qian’s son, for an official position, as a token of mutual appreciation. 


But surprisingly, Yu Qian didn’t show any appreciation of it. On the contrary, he said these 
words to Zhu Qi Yu: “As a senior general, Shi Heng recommended his own man, he should be 


reprimanded!” 


What was that about? Iam recommending your son. Not only do you not appreciate, you 


even reported on me! 


Shi Heng couldn’t understand Yu Qian’s righteousness. He also didn’t want to understand. 
He only knew Yu Qian was not a man who knew “the way” and a man who didn’t follow the 


rules of aristocrats. 
Such kind of a man couldn’t be his friend. 


But Yu Qian was not easy to handle. He had Zhu Qi Yu behind him. Shi Heng understood 
to eliminate his enemy he had to eliminate Zhu Qi Yu first. 


When Zhu Qi Yu, on his last breath, summoned him and asked him to preside in the 
ceremony. He saw that the opportunity had come. 


The day was January 11. A plot thus commenced. 
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Seize the Gate 


The soul shocking six days 
It was the night of January 11. 


To execute his plot, Shi Heng found two conspirators. One was Cao Ji Xiang and the other 
was Zhang Yue. 


Both men were of unusual background. Cao Ji Xiang was a eunuch and originally Wang 
Zhen’s man. Zhang Yue was of even stronger origin. He was Zhang Yu’s song, Zhang Fu’s 
brother. Shi Heng maintained good relationships with them. Now they got together to plot. 


But after entering the conversation, they discovered a serious problem, on what ground 
was the basis for the plot? 


One has to realize that plotting a revolt was not like hosting a banquet. It was a highly 
technical affair. But among the three, Cao Ji Xiang was a eunuch, who was short sighted. 
Zhang Yue was an aristocrat, who aimed high but shot low. General Shi Heng was a coarse 
man. Putting the three together, if it was about eating, drinking, and playing, then they would 
be of value. But what they were working on now was revolt. To undertake such a big project, 
probably they had to go back to school for a few more years first, if they had to do it on just 
their intellectual ability and political skills. 


Seeing the matter was heading nowhere, Shi Heng went to his old acquaintance Xu Bin, 
head of the Office of Rituals and Lands, to learn about the basic knowledge on scheming. 

Xu Bin told him he was too old to be in a vocation of such high risk. But he would 
recommend a man to work with them. Then he told Shi Heng, if this man was willing to do it, 
success would be guaranteed! 


The man he recommended was Xu You Zhen. 


Xu You Zhen finally got his opportunity to vindicate himself. He had been waiting for too 
long. He had the unique ability to see things and was very able. But he was abandoned and 
ostracized by everyone just because of uttering a wrong sentence. Although now he occupied a 
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high position, the past disgrace was still lingering in his heart. He wanted to get back the 
justice that was owed to him. 

The group of conspirators got a fourth member, who was also the most important member. 

Indeed, an educated man on scheming was at a different level of proficiency. Immediately 
after becoming part of the conversation, Xu You Zhen poignantly pointed out the most urgent 
matter was to get in touch with Zhu Qi Zhen of the South Palace. Then they would be able to 
start working on it. After all, even if you could kill Zhu Qi Yu, you wouldn’t be the emperor 
anyway. 

The three oafs awoke from their dreams. Immediately, contact with Zhu Qi Zhen was 
initiated. 

The day was January 13, the conspirators were grouped and the plot was put in motion. 

In the morning of January 14, there was a court session. 

Zhu Qi Yu was already gravely ill, but he still managed to come to the meeting, because in 


this meeting, the successor of the empire would be decided. 


From the beginning, the meeting tilted heavily toward just one side. Most of the officials 
argued for reinstating Zhu Jian Shen. Because Zhu Qi Yu didn’t have a son, there seemed to be 


no better choice. 


Grand academicians Wang Wen and Chen Xun were Zhu Qi Yu’s confidants. Surely they 
didn’t agree with that point. They insisted that even if they went out to find a guardian prince 
as the emperor, it would be better than reinstating Zhu Jian Shen. 


Officials adhered to their own ideas and no one was able to convince others. An argument 
began in the Court. 


Zhu Qi Yu, tortured by his illness and was on his last breath, sadly looked at the boisterous 
men down there. He knew very clearly that those who were for and against him were arguing 
for their own future benefits. They were just speculating. 


These educated men, who appeared to be cultured and sophisticated, were only the pawns 
in this game, a power game. 


I am also a player in this game. But I seem to be approaching the end of my life. It’s time for 
the game to end. 


But before the end of the game, I absolutely will not lose! 


Zhu Qi Yu gripped the handrail of the throne and uttered the only order in this court 
session: 


“Tam sick now. Let’s come back and meet in the morning on the seventeenth.” 
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Then he added: 
“As on reinstating the Prince of Yi (Zhu Jian Shen), that won’t be discussed! ” 
Upon hearing such words, officials had to leave. They’d come back three days later. 


Zhu Qi Yu issued his imperial order and won a temporary victory on his prerogative as the 
emperor. But probably even himself didn’t expect that would be his last court session, the 
order was his last order, and the victory was the last victory. 


On the night of January 14, at Shi Heng’s home. 

Xu You Zhen: “Does the South Palace (Zhu Qi Zhen) know this?” 

Shi Heng: “He knows and he agreed.” 

Xu You Zhen smiled. As long as Zhu Qi Zhen agreed, half of the plot had succeeded. 
Then he stated his plan, a seemingly perfect plan: 


First, purporting an emergency report from the border, Zhang Yue, who was the 
commander-in-chief of the army, would take one thousand men to enter the capital. 


Second, use the keys that were safeguarded by Shi Heng to unlock the gates of the inner 
city to allow the one thousand men to come in as backup to guard against possible 
counterattacks by Zhu Qi Yu’s forces. 


Third, go to the South Palace to release Zhu Qi Zhen. Then the Honorary Supreme 
Emperor would be brought into the inner palace. As Zhu Qi Yu was very ill, declare the 


restoration. 


The plan was indeed very good. It was well thought out and tasks were clearly defined. 
Both Shi Heng and Zhang Yue were very satisfied. But they also had concerns: 


“Can there be any flaws?” 

Xu You Zhen replied confidently: “There can be no flows. The plan will succeed!” 
Shi Heng and Zhang Yue were assured. They trusted Xu You Zhen’s judgment. 
But there was indeed a flow in this plan! 

The fatal flaw was: 


Although Shi Heng was in charge of the defense of the capital’s inner city and the gates, 
they didn’t have the keys to the South Palace and the inner palace! 


The South Palace shouldn’t be an issue. But the inner palace was lethal. The palace in Ming 
was the Forbidden City in Qing and it was the emperor’s residence. Without the emperor’s 
order, the gates of the inner palace would not be opened. Even if the soldiers had wolves’ 


hearts, they wouldn’t dare to attack the emperor’s residence. In addition, if a fight broke out 
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and noise arose, the guards and the troops guarding the city would come immediately. The 
fate waiting for Xu You Zhen and others would be failure. 


I believe that with his intelligence, Xu You Zhen should have recognized this. But he still 
wanted to take the risk to execute the so-called perfect plan. 


The reason seemed to be simple. It was not because Xu You Zhen was bored with his long 
life. On the contrary, in his view, life was too short, so short that he wouldn’t want to endure 
anymore. He wouldn’t want to wait anymore. 


Life or death, this is it! 


Now in the South Palace, Zhu Qi Zhen also couldn’t sleep. He already knew Shi Heng’s 
plan and knew the plan was very risky. If anything went wrong, he could no longer remain as 


a prisoner. 
But he agreed, without any hesitance. 
He had no other choice. 
On January 14, the plan was made and decision was made. 
January 15, it was peaceful. 


On this day, nothing happened among the officials. They greeted each other. Zhu Qi Yu 
was nursing his illness. The endless quarrels and caballing seemed to be far away from him. 
Everything was so quiet that it stifled the air. 


That was the calm before the storm. The undercurrent had morphed itself into a dreadful 
whirlpool, which was about to burst out and change the world. 


Morning of January 16. 


After a careful deliberation, Yu Qian, Hu Ying, and Wang Zhi decided to recommend 
reinstating Zhu Jian Shen. They found Shang Lu and asked him to draft a memorial. They 
wanted to ask the emperor’s approval in tomorrow’s court session. 


This was an extremely important document. If the document was submitted, Xu You 
Zhen’s plan would be of no avail. Zhu Qi Yu, without a son and on his last breath, would very 
probably agree with this recommendation. If that were the case, then Zhu Qi Zhen would have 
to contend for the throne against his son. 


The top scholar overall finished his big writing. After reading it, Yu Qian and others were 
very satisfied. They got themselves ready to submit this proposal the next day. 


The next day was January 17. 


On the night of January 16, the final moment came. 
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In Xu You Zhen’s home, all conspirators of the group were there. They all knew in a few 
hours, the day would break and the court session would commence. The new crown prince 
would be selected. Regardless who would be selected as the crown prince, they would not get 
any benefit from it. 


Not much time was left for them. 
Go for it or not? 


The usually haughty and domineering Shi Heng and others now were unsure. Their eyes 
were on Xu You Zhen, for they knew this man was the real core and the decision maker of the 
plot. 


Stared by others, Xu You Zhen fell silent. He paced in the room and deliberated about all 
the details and steps and calculated the odds of his victory. 


Then he paused and calmly said to those anxious men: “I have to examine the sky.” 


Everyone was flabbergasted. What an occasion it was, yet he wanted to check the sky! But 
he was the one making the decision. If he wanted to do it, then let him do it. 


Xu You Zhen climbed up to the roof of his house, quietly raised his head, and looked at the 
starry sky. In that night of nine years ago, he also stood here and accurately predicted the 


defeat at Fort Tumu. 


But that successful predication not only didn’t bring him good fortune, but also made him 


subject to insults and ridicules. He was ostracized and he had to endure for many years. 


He understood very well the so-called astrology was just a sort of thing that was designed 
to fool people. If fortunes of people’s lives could be predicted using astrology beforehand, he 
wouldn't have to suffer the miseries of recent years. 


Now he was at a crossroad of his life again. But this time, he was not only predicting the 
outcome of his plot, but also his own life. Success meant life, otherwise, death! 


Astrology could not help him. He had to make his decision independently. The only thing 
he could rely on was his own wisdom and courage. 


The change of a man’s fortune was usually a momentary decision. 
In the end, Xu You Zhen made his final decision. 


“This is the night great deeds will be accomplished. We can’t afford to lose the opportunity. 
Let’s do it!” 


When Shi Heng and others heard these murderous words, they shivered. The final moment 
had eventually arrived. 
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Xu You Zhen’s family already knew what was about to take place. They stood at the door 
and quietly bade farewell to the head of the household. Sadness could clearly be seen on their 
faces. 

Xu You Zhen didn’t feel so dismayed. Under the moonlight he looked at his family for the 
last time. He left one sentence and then left with resolution. 


1” 


“Tl be a man if Iam back. I’ll be ghost if I can’t come back 
The gate seizing incident 
Under the darkness of the night, the conspirators departed toward the inner city. Their first 


target was the Gate of Eternal Peace. 


The keys for the Gate of Eternal Peace were kept by Shi Heng. He allowed the one 
thousand troops under Zhang Yue to enter the inner city and then closed the gate. 


Shi Heng looked at the one thousand soldiers and felt uneasy, for these one thousand men 
didn’t know they came to revolt. A mutiny could occur at any moment. If the soldiers were 
discovered, even if they weren’t in any action, they could not escape from the crime of revolt. 


After some deliberation, the general who had killed without blinking his eyes began to 
panic. 

Xu You Zhen coldly looked at Shi Heng, who seemed to have lost his nerve and said to him: 
“Ts the gate locked? Give the keys to me.” 


Shi Heng was confused and skeptical. He didn’t know what Xu You Zhen wanted to do. 
But he still gave the keys to him. 


Xu You Zhen took the keys and did something that Shi Heng could have never dreamed of. 
He threw the keys into the sewage ditch. 


Shi Heng was stunned. He came forward and grabbed Xu You Zhen’s clothe. He asked in a 


loud voice: “Xu You Zhen, are you mad? What are you doing?!” 


Under the bright moonlight, Shi Heng saw clearly Xu You Zhen’s face and the look of a 
sinister resolve from his eyes. A chill filled his heart and he shivered. 


Xu You Zhen stared at Shi Heng and uttered each word one by one in a voice that seemed 


to have been originated from Hell: 
“Move forward, without going back. Fight for life, there won’t be death!” 


Shi Heng was frightened. Now he realized the true identify of this man: He was not a lamb, 


but a hungry wolf. 
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There is no way back. Led by Xu You Zhen, the men could only march toward the South 
Palace. But just at that moment, the starry and moonlighted sky all of a sudden became pitch 
dark! They couldn’t even see their own hands. The road ahead was also total darkness. Shi 
Heng and Zhang Yue panicked. They were on something that had to be done in disguise. 
Upon seeing this, they had an ominous feeling. Was Heaven unhappy about their deeds? 


They stopped. 


Xu You Zhen was unmoved. He calmly looked the panicking Zhang Yue and inquired him 
coldly: 


“Why not keep going?” 

Zhang Yue timidly asked in a low voice: “Is it going to work?” 

Xu You Zhen slowly walked to Zhang Yue and suddenly roared in a low voice: 
“Tt’ll work!” 


General Shi Heng had been through numerous battles. He had killed many and was 
dubbed as the first brave general of Justly Principled. But he panicked at the crucial moment. 
He didn’t know what to do. His bravery was really a fool’s bravery. 


In this dangerous game, the feeble Xu You Zhen was the worthy brave one. 


Nothing unusual about that, for real courage stems from one’s heart, where resolve and 
tenacity lie. 


Pushed and encouraged by the feeble scholar Xu You Zhen (sounds funny but it was the 
truth), Shi Heng and others came to their first target, the South Palace. 


The palace gate was closed tight. No one answered. That was the first flaw in the plan of 
seizing the gate. But Xu You Zhen remained confident and resolved the problem by uttering 


one sentence: 
“Don’t ask for the gate, just crash open the wall!” 


Soldiers came up and smashed open the palace wall with a stake. The inmate that has been 
imprisoned for seven years finally came out. 


He recognized the men who came to meet him in darkness of the night. He also saw 
everything in their hearts, desire, speculation, anger, and ambition. But regardless, he had only 
one choice left. 


“Let’s go to the East Gate of Magnificence.” 


The East Gate of Magnificence was a big gate of the inner palace. If they entered this gate 
and sounded the bells and drums at the Hall of Heavenly Worship, officials would be 
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summoned and the world would be once again in the hands of the prisoner. 
But when they were at the gate, they discovered the biggest flaw of this plan, they couldn’t 
enter. 


The guards wouldn’t open the gate. They also didn’t have the keys. Without the keys to the 
gate of the South Palace, they could just smash open the wall, that’s because the South Palace 
was at a remote location and even if it was demolished, no one would complain about it. But 
the East Gate of Magnificence was a vital location to the inner palace and it was guarded by 
men specifically assigned for it. If there was anything noticed, the guards would be alerted. 
The night strollers would immediately be turned into ghosts. 


Worried and troubled, Shi Heng looked at Xu You Zhen. He had run out of ideas and could 
only wait for the big brother’s words. 


But this time Xu You Zhen also fell silent. Although he was smart, he was not Alibaba. 


Even if he could yell “sesame, open the gate” for ten thousand times, the gate wouldn’t open. 


The conspirators now were in an awkward situation. They could neither fight nor make 
trouble. If they reasoned behind the gate, the gate keeper wouldn’t even heed them. Day was 
about to break and if they couldn’t enter in time, they all would perish together. 


Just at this crucial moment, the prisoner suddenly yelled: 
“Tam the Honorary Supreme Emperor, open the gate!” 
An angry roar eventually grew out from seven years of humiliation, fear, and waiting. 


Everyone, including the guards of the gate, was astonished by the roar. The gate opened 
and the path to the supreme seat was thus opened. 


Zhu Qi Yu, Iam back to take back everything that belongs to me! 
He went to the Hall of Heavenly Worship and sounded the bells and drums that called the 


Court. The gates of the inner palace all opened to prepare to receive the tributes from the 


officials. 


Xu You Zhen finally succeeded. Tired but proud, he smiled and stood alone in front of the 
gate to block the way to the hall. 


Hearing the news, the cabinet members looked in disbelief at this man who had been 


always insignificant in their eyes and were about to command him to move away. 

But Xu You Zhen quickly revealed the reason that enabled him so arrogantly to block the 
way: 

“The Honorary Supreme Emperor has been restored. You all should go to congratulate 


him!” 
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In the end I am successful. The era that belongs to me has finally arrived. 


Now Zhu Qi Yu, lying in his sleep chamber, was on his last breath. But in the delirium he 
managed to hear the peals of the bells and drums. He understood the signal to summon the 
officials to the Court was not sent by him. 


He called up his aides and inquired who was sounding the bells and drums. 


His aides already knew what had happened. But they worried if the dying emperor heard 
the news, he would die from a sudden rage. But the matter was already a reality and they 
could no longer hide it anymore. They nervously told Zhu Qi Yu: it was the prisoner, his 
brother summoning the officials. 


But the reaction from the dying emperor was something that they couldn’t even dream of. 


Upon hearing the news, Zhu Qi Yu fell silent for a moment. Then he raised his head and 
smiled. 


He smiled with ease and in the end uttered three words: 
“Good, good, good!” 


Brother, it’s better to return the throne to you. Although I imprisoned you and robbed you 
of everything, I never got any happiness. In these eight years, I have always been living in fear 
and loneliness. 


Iam bored. 


Zhu Qi Zhen took seat in the throne that had parted him for eight years. Eight years ago, he 
left here and became a prisoner of a foreign people. Then after toils and tribulations, he 
returned to the capital. But he was jailed by his own brother and ate seven years of prison 


meals. 


Now he finally returned to the starting point. A new road extended in front of his eyes. He 


was about to rule the giant empire again. 


Many things would soon begin and the fortunes of many would soon change. 
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